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CHAPTER 2
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North America

GEOGRAPHIC INSIGHTS
After you read this chapter, you will be able to discuss the following issues as they relate to the five thematic concepts:

1. Environment:

North America’s intensive use of resources has an enormous impact on the environment. Although home to
only 5 percent of the world’s population, North America produces 26 percent of the greenhouse gases released
globally that are related to human activity. North American lifestyles have major environmental impacts,
including the depletion and pollution of water resources and fisheries and the destruction of huge amounts of
habitat for wild plants and animals.

and
2. Globalization
Development:

Globalization has transformed economic development in North America, reorienting employment toward
knowledge-intensive jobs that require education and training. Most of the manufacturing jobs upon which
the region’s middle class was built have either been moved abroad to take advantage of cheaper labor or have
been replaced by technology. North America’s demand for imported goods and its export of manufacturing
jobs helps make it a major engine of globalization.

and
3. Power
Politics:

North America has relatively high levels of political freedom, though in recent decades many of its residents
have become disillusioned with the political process for a variety of reasons. While Canada plays a relatively
modest political role abroad, the United States has enormous influence on the global political order, although
its status as the world’s predominant “superpower” is increasingly being challenged.

4. Urbanization:

A dramatic change in the spatial patterns of cities and suburbs has profoundly affected life in this very
urbanized region. Since World War II, North America’s urban populations have increased by about 150
percent, but the amount of land they occupy has increased by almost 300 percent. This is primarily because of
suburbanization and urban sprawl, which are companion processes to urbanization.

Women’s participation in North America’s economy is beginning to rival that of men, contributing to more than
and
5. Population
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fertility rates
as women
delay childbearingreproduction
to pursue education and careers. Declining
Gender:

childbirth rates play a major role in the aging of North American populations, which may slow economic growth.

The North American Region
North America (Figure 2.1) is one of the largest, wealthiest, and
most politically powerful regions in the world. It encompasses
many environments and a complex array of local cultures and
economic activities that interact with each other across wide
distances. Many of the trends discussed throughout this book are
well advanced in North America.

VIGNETTE

J

avier Aguilar, a 39-year-old father of three, has worked as an
agricultural laborer in California’s Central Valley for 20 years.
He and hundreds of thousands like him tend the fields of crops
(Figure 2.2) that feed the nation, especially during the winter
months. Aguilar used to make $8.00 an hour, but now he is
unemployed and standing in a church-sponsored food line. “If I
don’t work, [we] don’t live. And here all the work is gone,” he
says, grimly.
In Mendota, also in California’s Central Valley, young Latino
men wait on street corners to catch a van to the fields. None
come. By March of 2009, the unemployment rate in Mendota
was 41 percent and rising, and Mayor Robert Silva said his
community was dying on the vine. He saw the trouble spreading.
Many small businesses were closing. Silva worried about the

The five thematic concepts in this book are explored as
they arise in the discussion of regional issues, with interactions
between two or more themes featured. Vignettes, like the one
that follows about Javier Aguilar, illustrate one or more of the
themes as they are experienced in individual lives.

drug use, alcohol abuse, family violence, and malnutrition that can
accompany severe unemployment in any community.
This level of unemployment in the heart of the nation’s biggest
producer of fruit, nuts, and vegetables was partly due to drought and
partly to a global economic recession. The drought is related to natural
dry cycles as well as to global climate change. Water is increasingly
scarce in the Central Valley, and access to irrigation water has been cut
to force conservation. Meanwhile, the global economic recession, which
began in 2007 and continued into 2014, reduced overall demand for
California’s fresh fruits and vegetables as families turned to cheaper
foods or those grown closer to home. All of these stresses have
forced farmers to remove from production as much as 1 million of the
4.7 million acres of land once cultivated and irrigated in the Central
Valley. This may eventually result in a loss of as many as 80,000 jobs
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FIGURE 2.2 Lettuce harvest in California.

Agricultural laborers

Paul Harris/Getty Images

pick lettuce in California’s Central Valley.

❯ THINKING GEOGRAPHICALLY What factors might cause
lettuce production to decline during a recession?

GLOBAL PATTERNS,
LOCAL LIVES

Latino a term used to refer to all Spanishspeaking people from Middle and South America,
although their ancestors may have been
European, African, Asian, or Native American

What Makes North America a Region?
This world region is relatively
define. It
© W. easy
H. toFreeman
2014. No
consists of Canada and the United States, two
countries that are linked because of their geographic proximity, similar history, and many common cultural, economic, and political features. The nature of the relationship between Canada and the United
States is discussed in numerous places throughout the chapter.
Terms in This Chapter
The term North America is used to refer to both countries. Even
though it is common on both sides of the border to call the
people of Canada “Canadians” and people in the United States
“Americans,” this text uses the term United States, or U.S., rather
than America, for the United States. Other terms relate to the
growing cultural diversity in this region. The text uses the term

61

and as much as $2.2 billion in California agriculture and related industries. And even though by
early 2014 agricultural production in Mendota
had partially been revived, unemployment
remained over 12 percent, nearly twice the
national average.
The confluence of troubles in California’s
Central Valley has been particularly devastating
for low-wage agricultural workers like Javier
Aguilar because they have so little to fall back
on in terms of savings, education, or skills. One
potential silver lining, however, is that economic hardship often encourages unskilled workers
like Javier to take advantage of free, government-sponsored adult education programs,
and his children may also have more opportunity than he did to graduate from high school.
For the time being, however, Javier’s life is
hard. [Source: New York Times; PBS Newshour. For
detailed source information, see Text Sources
and Credits.] ■

Latino to refer to all Spanish-speaking people
from Middle and South America, although their
ancestors may have been European, African,
Asian, or Native American.

unauthorized reproduction

THINGS TO REMEMBER
• The global economic recession, which began in 2007 and continued
into 2014, reduced overall demand for California’s fresh fruits and
vegetables as families turned to cheaper foods or those grown closer
to home.
• The recession combined with drought forced farmers to remove from
production as much as 1 million of the 4.7 million acres of land once
cultivated and irrigated in the Central Valley. This may eventually result
in a loss of as many as 80,000 jobs and as much as $2.2 billion in
California agriculture and related industries. ■

PHYSICAL GEOGRAPHY AND ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES
The continent of North America has almost every type of climate
and a wide variety of landforms. Huge expanses of mountain
peaks, ridges, and valleys meet expansive plains, long, winding
rivers, myriad lakes, and extraordinarily lengthy coastlines. Here
the focus is on a few of the most significant landforms.

LANDFORMS
A wide mass of mountains and basins, known as the Rocky
Mountain zone, dominates western North America (see Figure
2.1D). It stretches down from the Bering Strait in the far north,
through Alaska, and into Mexico. This zone formed about
200 million years ago when, as part of the breakup of the

supercontinent Pangaea (see Figure 1.8 on page 16), the Pacific
Plate pushed against the North American Plate, thrusting up
mountains. These plates still rub against each other, causing
earthquakes along the Pacific coast of North America.
The much older and hence more eroded Appalachian
Mountains stretch along the eastern edge of North America from
New Brunswick and Maine to Georgia. This range resulted from
very ancient collisions between the North American Plate and
the African Plate.
Between these two mountain ranges lies the huge central lowland of undulating plains that stretches from the Arctic to the Gulf
of Mexico. This landform was created by the deposition of deep layers of material eroded from the mountains and carried to this central
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M i ss is si

North American region by wind and rain
LOUISIANA
and by the rivers flowing east and west into
what is now the Mississippi drainage basin.
During periodic ice ages over the last
2 million years, glaciers have covered the
Baton Rouge
northern portion of North America. In the
Slidell
most recent ice age (between 10,000 and
Lake Charles
Lafayette
pi
Ri v
25,000 years ago), the glaciers, sometimes
er
New Orleans
as much as 2 miles (about 3 kilometers)
thick, moved south from the Arctic, pickMorgan City
ing up rocks and soil and scouring depresHouma
sions in the land surface. When the glaciers
later melted, these depressions filled with
Grand Isle
water, forming the Great Lakes. Thousands
Land loss, 1932–2000
of smaller lakes, ponds, and wetlands that
Predicted land loss, 2000–2050
stretch from Minnesota and Manitoba to
Land gain, 1932–2000
the Atlantic were formed in the same way
mi 0
25
50
Predicted land gain, 2000–2050
(see Figure 2.1B). Melting glaciers also
km 0
25
50
Louisiana land-change study boundary
dumped huge quantities of soil throughout
the central United States. This soil, often
many meters deep, provides the basis for FIGURE 2.3 Wetland loss in Louisiana. The Louisiana coastline and the lower
large-scale agriculture but remains suscep- Mississippi River basin are vital to the nation’s interests. They are the end point for the vast
Mississippi drainage basin and provide coastal wildlife habitats, recreational opportunities, and
tible to wind and water erosion.
East of the Appalachians, the Atlantic transportation lanes that connect the vast interior of the country to the ocean and to offshore
oil and gas. Most important, the wetlands provide a buffer against damage from hurricanes.
coastal lowland stretches from New
Unfortunately, Louisiana has lost one-quarter of its total wetlands over the last century, largely
Brunswick to Florida. It then sweeps west because of human activity. The remaining 3.67 million acres constitute 14 percent of the total
to the southern reaches of the central wetland area in the lower 48 states. [Source consulted: USGS/National Wetlands Research Center]
lowland along the Gulf of Mexico. In
© W. H. Freeman 2014. No unauthorized reproduction
Louisiana and Mississippi, much of this
heavy rainfall. East of the Pacific coastal mountains, climates are
lowland is filled in by the Mississippi River delta—a low, flat,
much drier because as the moist air sinks into the warmer inteswampy transition zone between land and sea. The delta was
rior lowlands, it tends to hold its moisture. This interior region
formed by massive loads of silt deposited during floods over the
becomes increasingly arid moving eastward across the Great
past 150-plus million years by the Mississippi, North America’s
Basin (see Figure 2.4C) and Rocky Mountains. Many dams and
largest river system. The delta deposit originally began at what
is now the junction of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers at Cairo,
reservoirs for irrigation projects have been built to make agriIllinois; slowly, as ever more sediment was deposited, the delta
culture and urbanization possible. Because of the low level of
advanced 1000 miles (1600 kilometers) into the Gulf of Mexico.
rainfall, however, efforts to extract water for agriculture and urban
Over the centuries, human activities such as deforestation,
settlements are exceeding the capacity of ancient underground
deep plowing, and heavy grazing have led to erosion and added
water basins (aquifers) to replenish themselves.
to the silt load of the rivers. The construction of levees during
On the eastern side of the Rocky Mountains, the main source
the last 300 years along riverbanks has drastically reduced floodof moisture is the Gulf of Mexico. When the continent is warming
ing. Because of this flood control, much of the
in the spring and summer, the air masses above
aquifers ancient natural underground reservoirs
silt that used to be spread widely across the of water
it rise, sucking in warm, moist, buoyant air from
lowlands during floods is being carried to the
the Gulf. This air interacts with cooler, drier,
southern part of the Mississippi delta—a low, flat zone characterheavier air masses moving into the central lowland from the north
ized by swamps, lagoons, and sandbars. The intrusion of silt is
(see Figure 2.4A) and west, often creating violent thunderstorms
destroying wetlands and, as the silt load extends further out into
and tornadoes. Generally, central North America is wettest in the
deep waters, the extra weight is causing the delta to sink into the
eastern (see Figure 2.4B) and southern parts and driest in the north
Gulf of Mexico, a process called subsidence (Figure 2.3).
and west (see Figure 2.4C). Along the Atlantic coast, moisture is
supplied by warm, wet air above the Gulf Stream—a warm ocean
current that flows north from the eastern Caribbean and Florida
CLIMATE
and follows the coastline of the eastern United States and Canada
before crossing the north Atlantic Ocean.
The landforms across this continental expanse influence the
The large size of the North American continent creates wide
movement and interaction of air masses and contribute to its
temperature variations. Because land heats up and cools off more
enormous climate variety (Figure 2.4). Along the southern
rapidly than water, temperatures in the interior of the continent
west coast of North America, the climate is generally mild
are hotter in the summer and colder in the winter than in coastal
(Mediterranean)—dry and warm in summer, cool and moist in
areas, where temperatures are moderated by the oceans.
winter. North of San Francisco, the coast receives moderate to
p
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FIGURE 2.4

PHOTO ESSAY: Climates of North America
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CHAPTER 2

North America

THINGS TO REMEMBER
• North America consists of the United States and Canada.
• North America has two main mountain ranges, the Rockies and the
Appalachians, separated by expansive plains through which run long,
winding rivers.
• The size and variety of landforms influence the movement and interaction of air masses, creating enormous climatic variation. Because
land heats up and cools off more rapidly than water, temperatures in
the interior of the continent are higher in the summer and colder in the
winter than in coastal areas. ■

ENVIRONMENT
❯

/206/WHF00249/work/indd/ch02

GEOGRAPHIC INSIGHT 1
Environment: North America’s intensive use of resources has
an enormous impact on the environment. Although home to only
5 percent of the world’s population, North America produces
26 percent of the greenhouse gases released globally that are
related to human activity. North American lifestyles have major
environmental impacts, including the depletion and pollution of
water resources and fisheries and the destruction of huge amounts
of habitat for wild plants and animals.

able to reduce its levels of greenhouse gas emissions, or even the
rate at which these emissions are growing. However, both Canada
and the United States possess the technological capabilities needed
to lead the world in shifting over to cleaner sources of energy.
31. ENERGY REPORT
32. GREEN BUILDING

Vulnerability to Climate Change Both Canada and the United
States are vulnerable to the effects of climate change. Dense
population centers on the Gulf of Mexico and on the Atlantic
coast are very exposed to hurricanes, which may become more
violent as oceans warm (Figure 2.5B, D). Sea level rise and
coastal erosion, caused by the thermal expansion of the oceans,
are already affecting many coastal areas along the Arctic coast
of North America (see Figure 2.5A). Here, at least 26 coastal
villages are being forced to relocate inland, at an estimated
cost of $130 million per village. Meanwhile, many arid farming
zones will dry further as higher temperatures reduce soil moisture, making irrigation crucial (see Figure 2.6C). In all of these
areas, resilience to climate change is bolstered over the short
term by excellent emergency response and recovery systems.
Long-term resilience is boosted by careful planning as well as by
North America’s large and diverse economy, which can provide
alternative livelihoods to people who face significant exposure to
climate impacts.
30. GLACIER NATIONAL PARK

Air Pollution In addition to climate change, most greenhouse
gases contribute to various forms of air pollution, such as smog
North America’s wide range of resources, plus its
©
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Freeman
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and acid
rain. Smog is a combination of indusseemingly limitless stretches of forest and grass- smog a combination of industrial
emissions,
trial
emissions,
car exhaust, and water vapor that
lands, diverted attention for many years from the car exhaust, and water vapor that frequently
frequently
hovers
as a yellow-brown haze over
environmental impacts of settlement and devel- hovers as a yellow-brown haze over many
cities,
including
many
in North America, and
North
American
cities,
causing
a
variety
of
opment. However, it is becoming impossible to
health problems.
causes
a
variety
of
health
problems. These same
ignore the many environmental consequences
emissions
also
result
in
acid
rain, which is created
acid
rain
precipitation
that
has
formed
of the North American lifestyle. This section
through the interaction of rainwater or moisture
when
pollutants
dissolve
in
falling precipitation
focuses on a few of those consequences: climate
in the air with sulfur dioxide and nitrogen
and
make
the
rain
acidic.
Acid
rain can kill trees
change and air pollution, depletion and pollution oxides emitted during the burning of fossil fuels,
and,
when
concentrated
in
lakes
and streams,
of water resources and fisheries, and habitat loss. making it acidic
poison fish and wildlife.
The United States, with its large population and extensive
Climate Change and Air Pollution
range of industries, is responsible for the vast majority of acid
On a per capita basis, North Americans contribute among the
rain in North America. Because of continental weather and
largest amounts of greenhouse gases to the Earth’s atmosphere.
wind patterns, however, the area most affected by acid rain
Only a very few countries have higher per capita emissions. This
encompasses a wide swath on both sides of the eastern U.S.–
is largely a result of North America’s high consumption of fossil
Canada border (Figure 2.6). The eastern half of the continent,
fuels, which is related to several factors. One of these is North
which includes the entire Eastern Seaboard from the Gulf Coast
America’s dominant pattern of urbanization, characterized by
to Newfoundland, also has significant impacts from acid rain.
vast and still-growing suburbs where people depend on their automobiles for almost all of their transportation needs. Freestanding
Water Resource Depletion, Pollution,
dwellings and businesses spread out across the land also require
and Marketization
more energy to heat and cool than do the densely packed, highrise buildings typical of cities in most other world regions. North
People who live in the humid eastern part of North America
American industrial and agricultural production also depends
find it difficult to believe that water is becoming scarce even
very heavily on fossil fuels.
there. Consider the case of Ipswich, Massachusetts, where the
Canada’s government was one of the first to commit to reducwatershed is drying up as a result of overuse. There, innovators
ing the consumption of fossil fuels. Until recently, the United States
are saving precious water through conservation strategies in their
resisted such moves, fearing damage to its economy. Both countries
homes and businesses. Elsewhere, as populations and per capita
are now exploring alternative sources of energy, such as solar, wind,
water usage grow, conflicts over water are becoming more and
geothermal, and nuclear power. So far, neither country has been
more common.
34. RAINWATER CASH
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PHOTO ESSAY: Vulnerability to Climate Change in North America

Gabriel Bouys/AFP/Getty Images

North America’s wealth and its well-developed
emergency response systems make it very
resilient and reduce its overall vulnerability
to climate change. However, certain regions
are highly exposed to temperature increases,
drought, hurricanes, and sea level rise.

A The location of Shishmaref, Alaska, on
the Arctic Sea leaves it exposed to coastal
erosion, which may be increasing in the area
because of warmer air and sea temperatures.
Vulnerability to
Climate Change

A

Extreme
High
Medium
Josh Ritchie/Getty Images

Low

B Florida’s low elevations expose it to sea level rise
and flooding during and after hurricanes.
Vancouver
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The stark contrast in vulnerability between the United
States and Mexico results from the countries’ very
different sensitivity and resilience to water scarcity. As
temperatures rise, this already dry borderland area will
have less water. The United States has a much better
water infrastructure, reducing its sensitivity to drought,
and its emergency response systems make it more
resilient to water shortages than Mexico is. With such
drastic differences, the U.S.–Mexico border could become
an even more contentious zone as the climate changes.
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FIGURE 2.6 Air and water pollution in North America.

This map shows two aspects of
air pollution, as well as polluted rivers and coastal areas. Red and yellow indicate concentrations of nitrogen
dioxide (NO2), a toxic gas that comes primarily from the combustion of fossil fuels by motor vehicles and
power plants. This gas interacts with rain to produce nitric acid, a major component of acid rain, as well as
toxic organic nitrates that contribute to urban smog. The map also shows polluted coastlines (including all
of the coastline from Texas to New Brunswick) as well as severely polluted rivers, which include much of the
Mississippi River and its tributaries.

Water Depletion In North America, water becomes increasingly
precious the farther west one goes. The Great Lakes Agreement
(formally known as the Great Lakes–St. Lawrence River Basin
Sustainable Water Resources Agreement) is an agreement between
the eight states and two Canadian provinces that border this largest of the Earth’s freshwater bodies (see the map in Figure 2.1) to
manage the Great Lakes waters more wisely than they have been
in the past. (See a clip from NPR’s Science Friday of the Inland
Seas video at http://www.sciencefriday.com/videos/watch/10113.)
Well before people were aware of the ramifications of making drastic changes to ecosystems, the city of Chicago, in order
to clean up sewage it had been dumping into Lake Michigan,

gained permission to reverse the flow of the Chicago River.
The river now flows into the Mississippi, ultimately transferring
Chicago’s wastewater to the Gulf of Mexico. This diversion,
which moves water at 3200 cubic feet per second from the Great
Lakes, has opened the doors to requests from cities, not even on
the shores of the Great Lakes, to gain access to the lake water.
Cities in places as far away as Alabama have looked at the lakes as
a potential water source for their growing needs.
On the North American Great Plains, rainfall varies considerably from year to year. To make farming more secure and predictable, taxpayers across the continent have subsidized the building
of pumps and stock tanks for farm animals, and aqueducts and

c02NorthAmerica.indd Page 67 23/05/14 12:39 PM user

/206/WHF00249/work/indd/ch02

Environment

Groundwater
Withdrawals,
per Acre, 1990

Water Level Change,
1980–1990 (in feet)

0.00–0.01
0.02–0.09

Rose more than 15 feet

0.10–0.24

Rose 7.5–14.9

0.25–0.49

Rose 2.5–7.4

0.50–0.99

No significant change

More than
1.00 acre-foot
Scale varies in
this perspective.

67

© W. H. Freeman 2014. No unauthorized reproduction
Declined 2.5–7.4

Declined 7.5–14.9
Declined more than 15 feet

FIGURE 2.7 The Ogallala aquifer.

Between the 1940s and the 1980s, the aquifer lost an average of 10
feet (3 meters) of water overall, and more than 100 feet (30 meters) of water in some parts of Texas. During the
1980s, though, there was a period of abundant rain and snow, which meant that water levels in the aquifer did
not decline as much. However, in the Ogallala area, the climate fluctuates from moderately moist to very dry, and
the dry periods are lengthening. A drought began in mid-1992 and has returned every few years, causing large
agribusiness firms to pump Ogallala water to supplement scarce precipitation. Since 1992, water levels in the aquifer
declined an average of 1.35 feet per year and now exceed replenishment rates many times over. [Sources consulted:
National Geographic (March 1993): 84–85, with supplemental information from High Plains Underground Water Conservation District
1, Lubbock, Texas, at http://www.hpwd.com; Erin O’Brian, Biological and Agricultural Engineering, National Science Foundation
Research Experience for Undergraduates, Kansas State University, 2001]

reservoirs for crop irrigation. However, more and more irrigation
is being drawn from fossil water that has been stored over the millennia in aquifers. The Ogallala aquifer (Figure 2.7) underlying
the Great Plains is the largest in North America. In parts of the
Ogallala, water is being pumped out at rates that exceed natural
replenishment by 10 to 40 times.
As mentioned in the opening vignette, fruit and vegetable
crops in California are routinely irrigated with water from surrounding states. Such irrigation, involving expensive and massive
engineering projects, accounts for some of the water that goes
into the virtual water footprint of U.S. consumers, as discussed in
Chapter 1 (page 26; see also Table 1.1 on page 26). This water also
supplies the cities of Southern California, which are built on land
that was once desert. Water is pumped from hundreds of miles
away and over mountain ranges. California uses more energy

to move water than some states use for all purposes. Moreover,
irrigation in Southern California, especially that which is drawn
from the Colorado River, deprives Mexico of this much-needed
resource. The mouth of the Colorado (which is in Mexico) was
once navigable. Because of massive diversions, it is now dry and
sandy; only a mere trickle of water gets to Mexico.
Citizens in western North America are now recognizing that
the use of scarce water for irrigating agriculture, raising livestock,
and keeping lawns and golf courses green in desert environments
is unsustainable. Conflicts over transporting water from wet
regions to dry ones, or from sparsely inhabited to urban areas, are
ongoing and have halted some new water projects. However, government subsidies have kept water artificially cheap, and in the
past, new water supplies have always been found and harnessed,
creating little incentive to change.
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ON THE BRIGHT SIDE

Water Pollution In the United States,
Green Living at a Regional and Global Scale
40 percent of rivers are too polluted for
North Americans are trying to figure out what they can do in their daily lives to ameliorate looming enfishing and swimming, and more than
vironmental crises. Solutions, such as greener living—which involves recycling, driving less, growing a food
90 percent of the riparian areas (the
garden, and improving home energy efficiency—can collectively make a big difference. One major ongoing
interface between land and flowing surtrend is the increased use of renewable energy, especially solar and wind power, which has grown by 50
face water) have been lost or degraded.
percent and 33 percent (respectively) per year over the last decade.
Pollution in the rivers of North America
comes mainly as storm-water runoff from
agricultural areas, urban and suburban
developments, and industrial sites.
the site of the largest accidental marine oil spill in world history.
In the 1970s, scientists studying coastal areas began noticing
In April of 2010, an explosion aboard the Deepwater Horizon,
dead zones where water is so polluted that it supports almost no
an offshore oil-drilling rig run by British Petroleum (BP), caused
life. Dead zones occur near the mouths of major river systems
it to sink. One result was a massive leak from the rig’s wellhead.
that have been polluted by fertilizers and pesticides washed from
Due to its location more than a mile beneath the sea surface, the
farms and lawns when it rains. A large dead zone is in the Gulf of
wellhead could not be capped for almost 4 months, during which
Mexico near the mouth of the Mississippi, and similar zones have
time it spewed out at least 200 million gallons of oil. While some
been found in all U.S. coastal areas. Even Canada, where much
of this oil made its way to the surface—damaging shorelines in all
lower population density means that rivers are generally cleaner,
the Gulf Coast states—most of the oil remains beneath the surface
has dead zones on its western coast.
because of BP’s use of chemical dispersants. There is mounting
A recently discovered type of water pollution involves pharmaconcern that this oil poses an ongoing threat to the Gulf’s many
ceuticals, such as antibiotics, that are excreted by humans and are
fish, shrimp, and other aquatic species. Moreover, the dispersants
not removed during water purification processes. These chemicals
used by BP are a health concern because of their toxicity, which
then make their way into rivers and lakes, where they enter the
has already led to their being banned in Europe. Controversy surfood system in drinking water or through fish.
rounded the U.S. government’s reopening of many Gulf fisheries
35. DRUGS AND WATER SUPPLY

Before the European colonization of North America, which
began soon after 1500, the environmental impact of humans in
the region was relatively low. Though North America was by no
means a pristine paradise when Europeans arrived, millions of
acres of forests and grasslands that had served as habitats for native
plants and animals were cleared to make way for European-style
farms, cities, and industries (Figure 2.8). This was particularly
true in the area that became the United States.

in July of 2010, and independent studies did not concur with
more optimistic government reports regarding the levels of both
oil and dispersants in Gulf seafood. Clearly, the effects of the
Deepwater
Horizon spill
will be felt for years to come.
unauthorized
reproduction
In other places too, oil extraction has a dramatic effect on
the environment. Along the northern coast of Alaska, the TransAlaska Pipeline runs southward for 800 miles to the Port of Valdez
(see Figure 2.8E). Often running above ground to avoid shifting
as the earth freezes and thaws, the pipeline poses a constant risk
of rupture, which could potentially result in devastating oil spills.
The pipeline also interferes with migrations of caribou and other
animals that Alaska’s indigenous people have depended on for
food in the past. Protests about threats to the environment from oil
extraction in Alaska tend to be quieted by the yearly rebate of several thousand dollars from oil revenues received by each Alaskan.
With one-tenth the population of the United States, Canada
has the largest proven oil reserves in the world after Saudi Arabia,
sufficient to meet its needs plus provide export capacity. It is the
largest foreign supplier of oil to the United States, but more than
90 percent of this oil is in hard-to-access oil sands in western
Canada. The costs of extracting this oil are high in terms of
environmental impacts, energy expended, and water resources
used. Transport of the extracted oil across the North American
continent through the Keystone Pipeline system (part of which
is already in use and part of which has yet to be built) also poses
environmental and aesthetic threats.

Oil Drilling

Logging

In many coastal and interior areas of North America, oil extraction
is a large and potentially environmentally devastating industry.
This often-overlooked reality was made clear in the spring and
summer of 2010, when U.S. waters in the Gulf of Mexico became

Though widespread forest clearing for agriculture is now rare,
logging is common throughout North America, where it remains
especially important along the northern Pacific coast and in
the southeastern United States. Logging in these areas provides

Water Marketization North Americans are used to paying for
water, but the cost has usually been just high enough to cover
© W. H. Freeman 2014. No
extraction, purification, and delivery in pipes. Now, threats of polluted drinking water are beginning to change the way water is
viewed. For example, in the last few years the public, in response
to aggressive advertising, has been buying bottled water even when
tap water is perfectly safe. A number of North American communities with abundant fresh water have agreed to sell water to beverage
companies for bottling without understanding that massive water
withdrawals from local aquifers can cause geologic subsidence, loss
of aquatic habitats, and the depletion and pollution of natural wells
and springs. Eventually, as these communities realize that their own
low-cost access to water is threatened, they find that expensive litigation against the water bottling companies is often their only recourse.

Loss of Habitat for Plants and Animals
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FIGURE 2.8 PHOTO ESSAY: Human Impacts on the Biosphere in North America
While parts of North America are relatively unaffected by humans, much of the region has had low-to-medium impacts from people,
and the parts where most people live are very impacted.
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E In remote areas
such as Alaska, mining
and oil industries have
a significant effect
on the landscape.
This photo shows the
Trans-Alaska Pipeline,
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F Kayford Mountain, West Virginia, has been the site
of years of mountaintop-removal coal mining. The top
of the mountain has been extensively mined, with the
tailings pushed into the valley in the foreground.
F

G Polluted water seeps out of the Kayford
Mountain mine site.
Mandel Ngan/AFP/Getty Images

Rick Eglinton/Toronto Star via Getty Images

A A logger just outside the Olympic
National Park in Washington State
makes the first cut in the process of
felling an 800-year-old, 120-foot-tall
cedar. Part of an irreplaceable
old-growth forest, the tree is worth
about $10,000 at the saw mill.
Clear-cutting, in which all trees on
a plot of land are cut down B , has
become an increasingly controversial
method of logging. Since 1971, more
than 30 percent of the forests on
Washington State’s Olympic Peninsula
C and D have been clear-cut. The
clear-cutting of old-growth forests
that have never been cut is a practice
that has been declining in recent years,
but it still continues in some places.

G

500
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most of the construction lumber and much of the paper used in
Canada, the United States, and, increasingly, in parts of Asia.
Although the logging industry provides jobs and an exportable commodity, it has been depleting the continent’s forests.
Environmentalists have focused on
clear-cutting a method of logging
the damage created by the logging
that involves cutting down all trees on
industry, especially on clear-cutting,
a given plot of land, regardless of age,
the dominant logging method used
health, or species
throughout North America. In this
urban sprawl the encroachment of
method, all trees on a given plot of
suburbs on agricultural land
land are cut down, regardless of age,
health, or species (see Figure 2.8A–D). Clear-cutting destroys
wild animal and plant habitats, thereby reducing species diversity. It also leaves forest soils uncovered and highly susceptible to
erosion. Concerns about the environmental impacts of logging
are heightened because of the dominance of service-sector jobs
in the major logging states and provinces. For example, even in
many remote areas of the Pacific Northwest, where logging was
once the backbone of the economy, residents now depend on
tourism and other occupations that rely on the beauty of intact
forest ecosystems.

Coal Mining and Use
In many remote interior areas of North America, coal mining is a
major industry that is damaging to the environment. Strip mining,
in which vast quantities of earth and rock are removed in order
to extract underlying coal, can result in visual wastelands and in
© W.
Freeman
huge piles of mining waste
calledH.
tailings
that pollute2014.
waterways No
and threaten communities that depend on well water. Particularly
damaging is a form of strip mining known as mountaintop removal,
in which the whole top of a mountain is leveled and the tailings are
pushed into surrounding valleys, resulting in the pollution of entire
watersheds (see Figure 2.8F, G).
When coal is burned, ash is produced, and it is difficult to find
a safe place to store the huge volumes of toxic ash that result from
coal-fired power generation. Left to dry out, the material becomes
airborne and contributes to air pollution, so it is stored wet. In
December 2008, a large earthen dike of wet coal ash burst after
a heavy rainstorm, spilling 1.5 billion gallons of toxic sludge (the
largest industrial spill in U.S. history and roughly five times the
amount of waste spilled in the Gulf of Mexico by BP’s Deepwater
Horizon) over 300 acres of beautiful lakeshore and forestland in
rural Tennessee. The sludge, containing heavy metals and harmful chemicals, ruined the ecology of the immediate area and polluted the air and water for hundreds of square miles. Cleanup will
continue until at least 2015 at a cost of well over a billion dollars.

Urbanization and Habitat Loss
An important aspect of urbanization is urban sprawl (see the “Farmland
and Urban Sprawl” section on page 91). For several decades, middle- and upper-income urbanites throughout this region have sought
lower-density suburban neighborhoods. Farms, forests, and other
“undeveloped” land have given way to expansive, low-density urban
and suburban residential developments where pavement, golf courses, office complexes, and shopping centers cover the landscape. In
the process, natural habitats are being degraded even more intensely
than they were by farming. The loss of farmland and natural habitat
in the urban fringe affects recreational land and the ability to produce local, affordable food for urban populations.
As North American native plants and animals have been forced
into ever smaller territories, many have died out entirely and been
replaced by nonnative species (European and African grasses and
the domestic cat, for example) brought in by humans either purposely or inadvertently (see Figure 2.23 on page 94). Estimates vary,
but at least 4000 nonnative species have invaded North America.
An example is the Asian snakehead fish, which is rapidly invading
the Potomac River, where it eats baby bass and fiercely competes
with native fish for food.
29. SNAKEHEAD REPORT

THINGS TO REMEMBER
❯ GEOGRAPHIC

• Environment North America’s intensive use of
resources has an enormous impact on the environunauthorized
reproduction
ment.
Although home to only
5 percent of the world’s population, North
America produces 26 percent of the greenhouse gases released globally
that are related to human activity. North American lifestyles have major
environmental impacts, including the depletion and pollution of water
resources and fisheries and the destruction of huge amounts of habitat
for wild plants and animals.
INSIGHT 1

• While many parts of North America are exposed to multiple climatechange impacts, North America is also a very resilient region. Its overall
vulnerability to climate change is generally low compared to that of
other world regions.
• Water pollution in North America is now a major problem, especially
in the United States, where 40 percent of the rivers are too polluted for
fishing or swimming.
• Though widespread forest clearing for agriculture is now rare, logging
is common throughout North America and remains especially important
along the northern Pacific coast and in the southeastern United States.
• In many remote interior areas of North America, coal mining is a
major industry that is damaging to the environment. ■

HUMAN GEOGRAPHY
HUMAN PATTERNS OVER TIME
In prehistoric times, humans came from Eurasia via Alaska,
dispersing to the south and east. Beginning in the 1600s, waves
of European immigrants and enslaved Africans spread over the

continent, primarily from east to west. Today, immigrants are
coming mostly from all of Asia and from Middle and South
America, arriving mainly in the Southwest and West, where
immigrant populations are at their most concentrated. In addition, internal migration is still a defining characteristic of life
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for most North Americans, who are among the world’s most
mobile people. The average North American moves nearly 12
times in a lifetime.

The Peopling of North America
Recent evidence suggests that humans first came to North
America from northeastern Asia at least 25,000 years ago and
perhaps earlier, most arriving during an ice age. At that time, the
global climate was cooler, polar ice caps were thicker, and sea
levels were lower. The Bering land bridge, a huge, low landmass
more than 1000 miles (1600 kilometers) wide, connected Siberia
to Alaska. Bands of hunters crossed by foot or small boats into
Alaska and traveled down the west coast of North America.
The Original Settling of North America By 15,000 years ago,
humans had reached nearly to the tip of South America and had
moved deep into that continent. By 10,000 years ago, global temperatures began to rise. As the ice caps melted, sea levels rose and
the Bering land bridge was submerged beneath the sea.
Over thousands of years, the people settling in the Americas
domesticated plants, created paths and roads, cleared forests, built
permanent shelters, and sometimes created elaborate social systems.
About 3000 years ago, corn was introduced from Mexico (into
what is now the southwestern U.S. desert), as were other Mexican
domesticated crops, particularly squash and beans. Such food crops
are thought to have been closely linked to settled life and to North
America’s prehistoric population growth.
© W.
H. Freeman
2014.
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These foods provided
surpluses
that allowed some
community
members to engage in activities other than agriculture, hunting,
and gathering, making possible large, city-like regional settlements.
For example, by 1000 years ago, the urban settlement of Cahokia,
including suburban settlements (in what is now central Illinois,
across the Mississippi from St. Louis), covered 5 square miles
(12 square kilometers) and was home to an estimated 30,000
people (Figure 2.9A). Here people could specialize in crafts, trade,
or other activities beyond the production of basic necessities.
The Arrival of the Europeans North America was completely
transformed by the sweeping occupation of the continent by
Europeans. In the sixteenth century, Italian, Portuguese, and
English explorers came ashore along the Eastern Seaboard of
North America, and the Spanish explorer Hernando De Soto
made his way from Florida deep into the heartland of the continent in the 1540s. In the early seventeenth century, the British
established colonies along the Atlantic coast in what is now
Virginia (1607) and Massachusetts (1620). The Dutch explored
the Atlantic Seaboard looking for trading opportunities, and the
French explored the northern interior of the continent, entering via the St. Lawrence River. Assisted by enslaved Africans,
colonists and settlers from northern Europe built villages, towns,
port cities, and plantations along the eastern coast over the next
two centuries. By the mid-1800s, they had occupied most Native
American lands into the central part of the continent.
Disease, Technology, and Native Americans The rapid expansion of European settlement was facilitated by the vulnerability
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of Native American populations to European diseases. Having
been isolated from the rest of the world for many years, Native
Americans had no immunity to diseases such as measles
and smallpox. Transmitted by Europeans and Africans who
had built up immunity to them, these diseases killed up to
90 percent of Native Americans within the first 100 years of
contact. It is now thought that diseases spread by early expeditions, such as De Soto’s into Florida, Georgia, Tennessee, and
Arkansas, so decimated populations in the North American
interior that fields and villages were abandoned, the forest
grew back, and later explorers erroneously assumed the land
had never been occupied.
Technologically advanced European weapons, trained dogs,
and horses also took a large toll. Often the Native Americans
had only bows and arrows. Some Native Americans in the
Southwest acquired horses from the Spanish and learned to use
them in warfare against the Europeans, but their other technologies could not compete. Numbers reveal the devastating
effect of European settlement on Native American populations.
Roughly 18 million Native Americans lived in North America
in 1492. By 1542, after just a few Spanish expeditions, only half
that number survived. By 1907, slightly more than 400,000, or a
mere 2 percent, remained.

The European Transformation
European settlement erased many of the landscapes familiar to
Native Americans and imposed new ones that fit the varied physiunauthorized
reproduction
cal and cultural desires
of the new occupants.
The Southern Settlements European settlement of eastern
North America began with the Spanish in Florida in the
mid-1500s and the establishment of the British colony of
Jamestown in Virginia in 1607. By the late 1600s, large plantations in the colonies of Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia
were cultivating crops such as tobacco and cotton, which
became valuable exports.
To secure a large, stable labor force, Europeans brought
enslaved Africans into North America beginning in 1619. Within
50 years, enslaved Africans were the dominant labor force on
some of the larger Southern plantations (see Figure 2.9B). By the
start of the Civil War in 1861, enslaved people made up about
one-third of the population in the Southern states and were often
a majority in the plantation regions. Working and living conditions on these plantations were often hazardous and brutal, with
execution, beatings, and rape regular occurrences. Enslaved
people were usually denied education in hopes that this would
prevent them from escaping, and gatherings of any kind were
often banned in order to make slave rebellions more difficult
to organize. Even so, there were more than 250 documented
slave rebellions in North America. The largest concentrations of
African Americans in North America are still in the southeastern
states (Figure 2.10).
The plantation system consolidated wealth in the hands
of a small class of landowners who made up just 12 percent of
Southerners in 1860. Planter elites kept taxes low and invested
money from their exported crops in Europe or the more prosperous
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A Cahokia, a community of 30,000 that lasted
from 700 to 1400 C.E. in what is now Illinois.

B Slaves and workers in North America pick leaves and
operate machines at a tobacco factory in 1750.

[Cahokia Mounds State Historic Site, painting by Michael Hampshire]

[Photo by MPI/Getty Images]
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local enterprises like small shops, garment making, small restaurants and bars, manufacturing, and transportation and repair
services to expand as a result of “spinoff” from the main industries
they serve, economic growth was much slower in the South.
The inability of the federal government to reconcile the different needs of the agricultural export–oriented Southern economy and the industrializing Northern economies was one of the
causes of the Civil War (1861–1865), perhaps equal to the abolition
movement to freereproduction
enslaved Africans and their descendants.
unauthorized
After the war, while the victorious North returned to promoting its
own industrial development, the plantation economy declined,
and the South sank deeply into poverty. The South remained
economically and socially underdeveloped well into the 1970s.

The Northern Settlements Throughout the seventeenth century, relatively poor subsistence farming communities dominated
the colonies of New England and southeastern Canada. There
were no plantations and few slaves, and not many cash crops
were exported. What exports there were consisted of raw materiFIGURE 2.10 Percent of African American
als like timber, animal pelts, and fish from the Grand Banks off
population in each state, 2010. The percent refers only to
Newfoundland and the coast of Maine. Generally, farmers lived
those persons who selected “Black, African Am., Negro” as their
only race in the 2010 census. It does not include those who selected
in interdependent communities that prized education, ingenuity,
more than one race that included black. [Source consulted: “Black
self-sufficiency, and thrift.
Population from Year 1790–2010,” BlackDemographics.com, at http://www.
By the late 1600s, New England was implementing ideas
blackdemographics.com/population/html]
and technology from Europe that led to the first industries. By
the 1700s, diverse industries were supplying
northern colonies, instead of in infrastructure at
markets in North America and the Caribbean
infrastructure road, rail, and communication
home. As a result, the road, rail, communication networks and other facilities necessary for
with metal products, pottery, glass, and textiles.
networks, and other facilities necessary for further economic activity
By the early 1800s, southern New England,
economic growth in the South were rarely built.
especially the region around Boston, became
More than half of Southerners were poor white farmers.
the center of manufacturing in North America. It drew largely on
Both they and the general slave population lived simply and
young male and female immigrant labor from French Canada
their meager consumption did not provide much demand for
and Europe.
goods. Because of this, there were few market towns and almost
no industries. Plantations tended to import from Europe and
The Mid-Atlantic Economic Core The colonies of New York,
the northern United States whatever they couldn’t produce for
New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Maryland eventually surpassed New
themselves. So instead of generating a multiplier effect, enabling
England and southeastern Canada in population and in wealth.
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D Steel workers in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania,
in 1905. [Library of Congress]
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F A farmer and his children walk
through a dust storm in Oklahoma in 1936.

E Oil wells encroach on agricultural land in Long Beach, California,
in 1923. [Library of Congress]

[Library of Congress]

1800 C.E.
1830s
Trail of Tears

1900
1849
California
Gold Rush

1861–1865
U.S. Civil War

1902

C.E.

2000 C.E.
1905

1923

1930s
Dust Bowl

NOTE: Timeline range is not to scale.

eastern North America, were pushing their way beyond the Great
This mid-Atlantic region benefited from more fertile soils, a slightly
Lakes and across the Mississippi River, north and west into the
warmer climate, multiple deepwater harbors, and better access to
Great Plains of Canada and the United States (Figure 2.11).
the resources of the interior. By the end of the Revolutionary War
in 1783, the mid-Atlantic region was on its way
The Great Plains Much of the land west of
to becoming the economic core, or the dominant economic core the dominant economic
the Great Lakes and the Mississippi River was
economic region, of North America. Port cities region within a larger region
dry grassland or prairie. The soil usually proved
such as New York, Philadelphia, and Baltimore
very
productive
in
wet
years, and the area became known as North
prospered as the intermediaries for trade between Europe and the
America’s
breadbasket.
But the naturally arid character of this land
vast American continental
interior.
© W.
H. Freeman 2014. No unauthorized
reproduction
eventually
created
an
ecological
disaster for Great Plains farmers.
In the early nineteenth century, both agriculture and manuIn
the
1930s,
after
10
especially
dry years, a series of devastating
facturing grew and diversified, drawing immigrants from much
dust
storms
blew
away
topsoil
by
the
ton. This hardship was made
of northwestern Europe. As farmers became more successful,
worse
by
the
widespread
economic
depression
of the 1930s. Many
they bought mechanized equipment, appliances, and consumer
Great
Plains
farm
families
packed
up
what
they
could and left
goods made in nearby cities. By the mid-nineteenth century, the
what
became
known
as
the
Dust
Bowl
(see
Figure
2.9F), heading
economy of the core was increasingly based on the steel industry,
west
to
California
and
other
states
on
the
Pacific
coast.
which spread westward to Pittsburgh and the Great Lakes industrial cities of Cleveland, Detroit, and Chicago. The steel industry
The Mountain West and Pacific Coast Some Europeans, alerted
relied on the mining of coal and iron ore deposits throughout
to the possibilities farther west, skipped over the Great Plains
the region and beyond. Steel became the basis for mechanizaentirely. By the 1840s, they were coming to the valleys of the Rocky
tion, and the region was soon producing heavy farm and railroad
Mountains, to the Great Basin, and to the well-watered and fertile
equipment, including steam engines (see Figure 2.9D).
coastal zones of what was then known as the Oregon Territory and
By the early twentieth century, the economic core stretched
California. News of the discovery of gold in California in 1849
from the Atlantic to St. Louis on the Mississippi (including
created the Gold Rush, which drew thousands of people with the
many small industrial cities along the river, plus Chicago and
prospect of getting rich quickly. The vast majority of gold seekers
Milwaukee), and from Ottawa to Washington, DC. It dominated
were unsuccessful, however, and by 1852 they had to look for
North America economically and politically well into the middle
employment elsewhere. Farther north, logging eventually became
of the twentieth century. Most other areas produced food and
a major industry (see Figure 2.9C).
raw materials for the core’s markets and depended on the core’s
The extension of railroads across the continent in the ninefactories for manufactured goods.
teenth century facilitated the transportation of manufactured
goods to the West as well as raw materials and eventually fresh
Expansion West of the Mississippi and
produce to the East. Today, the coastal areas of this region, often
Great Lakes
called the Pacific Northwest, have thriving, diverse, high-tech
The east-to-west trend of settlement continued as land in the
economies and growing populations. Perhaps in response to their
densely settled eastern parts of the continent became too expensive
history, residents of the Pacific Northwest are on the forefront of
for new immigrants. By the 1840s, immigrant farmers from central
so many efforts to reduce human impacts on the environment
and northern Europe, as well as European descendants born in
that the region has been nicknamed “Ecotopia.”
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FIGURE 2.11 Nineteenth-century transportation.

[Sources consulted: James A. Henretta, W. Elliot Brownlee,
David Brody, and Susan Ware, America’s History, 2nd ed. (New York: Worth, 1993), pp. 400–401; James L. Roark, Michael P. Johnson,
Patricia Cline Cohen, Sarah Stage, Alan Lawson, and Susan M. Hartmann, The American Promise: A History of the United States, 3rd ed.
(Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2005), p. 601]
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(C) Railroad expansion by 1890. With the
building of railroads, which began in the
decade before the Civil War, the mobility of
people and goods increased dramatically.
By 1890, railroads crossed the continent,
though the network was most dense in the
eastern half.
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The Southwest People from the Spanish colony of Mexico first
colonized the Southwest in the late 1500s. Their settlements were
sparse. As immigrants from the United States expanded into the
region, drawn by the cattle-raising industry, Mexico found it progressively more difficult to maintain control, and by 1850, nearly
the entire Southwest was under U.S. control.
By the twentieth century, a vibrant agricultural economy
had developed in central and southern California, supported by
massive government-sponsored water-movement and irrigation
projects. The mild Mediterranean climate made it possible to
grow vegetables almost year-round. With the advent of refrigerated railroad cars, fresh California vegetables could be sent to
the major population centers of the East. Southern California’s
economy rapidly diversified to include oil (see Figure 2.9E),
entertainment, and a variety of engineering- and technologybased industries.

European Settlement and
Native Americans
As settlement relentlessly expanded west, Native Americans
(called First Nations people in Canada) who had survived
early encounters with Europeans and were living in the eastern

part of the continent occupied land that European newcomers wished to use. During the 1800s, almost all the surviving Native Americans were killed in innumerable skirmishes
with European newcomers, absorbed into the societies of the
Europeans (through intermarriage and acculturation), or forcibly
relocated west to relatively small reservations with few resources.
The largest relocation, in the 1830s, involved the Choctaw,
Seminole, Creek, Chickasaw, and Cherokee of the southeastern states. These people had already adopted many European
methods of farming, building, education, government, and religion. Nevertheless, they were rounded up by the U.S. Army and
marched to Oklahoma, along a route that became known as the
Trail of Tears because of the more than 4000 Native Americans
who died along the way.
As Europeans occupied the Great Plains and prairies, many
of the reservations were further shrunk or relocated onto even less
desirable land. Today, reservations cover just over 2 percent of the
land area of the United States.
In Canada the picture is somewhat different. Reservations
now cover 20 percent of Canada, mostly because of the creation
of the Nunavut Territory (now known simply as Nunavut) in 1999
in the far north and the ceding of Northwest Territory land to the
Tłįchǫ First Nation (also known as the Dogrib) in 2003 (see the
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Figure 2.1 map). These Canadian First Nations stand out as having won the right to legal control of their lands. In contrast to the
United States, it had been unusual for native groups in Canada
to have legal control of their territories.
After centuries of mistreatment, many Native American
and First Nations people still live in poverty and, as in all communities under severe stress, rates of alcohol and drug addiction
and violence are high. However, in recent decades some tribes
have found avenues to greater affluence on the reservations
and territories by establishing manufacturing industries; developing fossil fuel, uranium, and other mineral deposits under
their lands; or opening gambling casinos. One measure of this
economic resurgence is population growth. Expanding from
a low of 400,000 in 1907, the Native American population, at less
than 2 percent of the total population, stood at approximately 6
million in 2010 in the United States. In Canada, First Nations
people number over 1.2 million, or 3.8 percent of the population.

The Changing Regional Composition of
North America
The regions of European-led settlement still remain in North
America, but they are now less distinctive. The economic core
region is less dominant in industry, which has spread to other
parts of the continent. Some regions that were once dependent
on agriculture, logging, or mineral extraction now have high-tech
industries as well. The West Coast, in particular, has blossomed
with a high-tech economy and a rapidly growing population that
© W.from
H. Asia
Freeman
2014.
No
includes many immigrants
and Middle
and South
America. The West Coast also benefits from North America’s
trade with Asia, which now surpasses trade with Europe in
volume and value.
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GEOGRAPHIC INSIGHT 2
Globalization and Development: Globalization has transformed
economic development in North America, reorienting employment
toward knowledge-intensive jobs that require education and
training. Most of the manufacturing jobs upon which the region’s
middle class was built have either been moved abroad to take
advantage of cheaper labor or have been replaced by technology.
North America’s demand for imported goods and its export of
manufacturing jobs helps make it a major engine of globalization.
46. U.S. GEOGRAPHY REPORT

Like their political systems, the economic systems of Canada and
the United States have much in common. Both countries evolved
from societies based mainly on family farms. Both then had an
era of industrialization followed by a transformation to a primarily
service-based economy, and both have important technology sectors and an economic influence that reaches worldwide.

The Decline in Manufacturing Employment
By the 1960s, the geography of manufacturing was changing. In
the old economic core, higher pay and benefits and better working
conditions won by labor unions led to increased production costs.
This threatened the high profits demanded by the owners, managunauthorized
ers, and shareholdersreproduction
of manufacturing corporations. A number
of companies began moving their factories to the southeastern
United States where wages were lower and corporate profits higher
because of the absence of labor unions.
44. U.S. LABOR TRANSITION REPORT

THINGS TO REMEMBER
• Recent evidence suggests that humans first came to North America
from northeastern Asia at least 25,000 years ago and perhaps earlier,
most arriving during an ice age.
• By the late 1600s, New England was implementing ideas and
technology from Europe and developing some of the first industries in
North America.
• By the early twentieth century, North America’s economic core was
well established. Stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to St. Louis,
Chicago, and Milwaukee, and from Ottawa to Washington, DC, it
dominated North America economically and politically well into the
middle of the twentieth century.
• The push to settle the Great Plains, the Mountain West, and the
Pacific Coast attracted many immigrants, from both Mexico and Europe,
interested in farming, mining, and cattle raising.
• In 1492, roughly 18 million Native American and First Nations people
lived in North America. By 1542, after only a few Spanish expeditions,
there were half that many. By 1907, only about 2 percent of the original
population remained; however, by 2010, the Native American and First
Nations populations had partially rebounded to approximately 7 million. ■

In 1994, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)—a
free trade agreement that added Mexico to the 1989 economic
arrangement between the United States and Canada—was
passed. Many manufacturing industries, such as clothing, electronic North American Free Trade
assembly, and auto parts manufactur- Agreement (NAFTA) a free trade
ing, began moving farther south to agreement made in 1994 that
added Mexico to the 1989 economic
Mexico or overseas. In these locales, arrangement between the United States
labor was vastly cheaper. Further, and Canada
employers saved on production costs
because laws mandating environmental protection as well as safe
and healthy workplaces were absent or less strictly enforced.
Another factor in the decline of manufacturing employment
has been automation. The steel industry provides an illustration. In 1980, huge steel plants, most of them in the economic
core, employed more than 500,000 workers. At that time, it took
about 10 person-hours and cost about $1000 to produce 1 ton of
steel. Spurred by more efficient foreign competitors, the North
American steel industry applied new technology to lower production costs, improve efficiency, and increase production. By
2006, steel was being produced at the rate of 0.44 person-hours
per ton and at a cost of about $165 per ton. As a result, the steel
industry in the United States reorganized, producing much of the
steel in small, highly efficient mini-mills distributed throughout
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the United States. In total, the steel industry now employs fewer
than half the workers it did in 1980. Throughout North America,
this efficiency trend has resulted in far fewer people producing
more of a given product at a far lower cost than was the case 30
years ago. Remarkably, even as employment in manufacturing
has declined over the last three decades, the actual amount of
industrial production has steadily increased.

Growth of the Service Sector

The Internet has entered many aspects of life in North
America. In the political sphere, social networking (Facebook,
Twitter, YouTube, and others) now plays a large role in recruiting volunteers and eliciting cash contributions, especially during
recent U.S. election cycles. Beginning in 2009, social networking
through Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube became an integral part
of public communication, often referred to on daily TV news
programming. It is now a major source of information for North
Americans about international events, such as the Arab Spring
demonstrations around the Mediterranean.
The growth of Internet-based activity in North America
makes access to the Internet increasingly crucial. Unfortunately,
a digital divide—a discrepancy in access to information technology
between small, rural, and poor areas and large, wealthy cities—
has developed, because about a quarter of the North American
population is not yet able to afford computers and Internet
connections.

The economic base of North America is now a broad tertiary
sector in which people are engaged in various services such as
transportation, utilities, wholesale and retail trade, health, leisure,
maintenance, finance, government, information, and education.
As of 2014, in both Canada and the United States about 80
percent of jobs and a similar percentage of the GNI were in the
tertiary, or service, sector. There are high-paying jobs in all the
service categories, but low-paying jobs are far more common. The
largest private employer in the United States is the discount retail
Globalization and Free Trade
chain Walmart (1.4 million employees), where the average wage is
$12 an hour, or $24,000 a year, full time. This is just barely above
The United States and Canada are major engines of globalization
the poverty level for a family of four in the United States. Because
that impact the world economy through the size and technologimany Walmart employees are part time, a large
cal sophistication of their economies. Together,
percentage of them do not receive benefits, digital divide the discrepancy in access
they are almost as large as the economy of
including health care. Walmart creates mostly to information technology between small,
the entire European Union. North America’s
rural, and poor areas and large, wealthy cities
retail jobs because, for the most part, its wares that contain major governmental research
advantageous position in the global economy is
are manufactured abroad.
also a reflection of its geopolitical influence—
laboratories and universities
its ability to mold the pro-globalization free
© W.
H. Freeman
unauthorized
The Knowledge Economy
An important
subcategory2014.
of the ser- No trade
policies that suitreproduction
the major corporations and the governvice sector involves the creation, processing, and communication
ments of North America.
of information—what is often called the knowledge economy, or
Free trade has not always been emphasized the way it is now.
the quaternary sector. The knowledge economy includes workers
Before its rise to prosperity and global dominance, trade barriwho manage information, such as those employed in finance,
ers were important aids to North American development. For
journalism, higher education, research and development, and
example, when it became independent of Britain in 1776, the
many aspects of health care. It also includes the information
new U.S. government imposed tariffs and quotas on imports and
technology or IT sector, which deals with computer software and
gave subsidies to domestic producers. This protected fledgling
hardware and the management of digital data.
domestic industries and commercial agriculture, allowing its
Industries that rely on the use of computers and the Internet
economic core region to flourish.
to process and transport information are freer to locate where they
Now, because both are wealthy and globally competitive
wish than were the manufacturing industries of the old economic
exporters, Canada and the United States see tariffs and quotas in
core, which depended on locally available material resources such
other countries as obstacles to North America’s economic expansion abroad. Thus, they usually advocate heavily for trade barriers to
as steel and coal. These newer industries are more dependent on
be reduced worldwide. Critics of these free trade policies point out a
skilled managers, communicators, thinkers, and technicians, and
number of inconsistencies in the current North American position
are often located near major universities and research institutions.
on free trade. First, North America once needed tariffs and quotas
Crucial to the knowledge economy is the Internet, which
to protect its firms, much like many currently poorer countries still
was first widely available in North America and has emerged as
need to do. Furthermore, contrary to their own free trade precepts,
an economic force more rapidly there than in any other region in
both the United States and Canada still give significant subsidies to
the world. With only 5 percent of the world’s population, North
their farmers. These subsidies make it possible for North American
America accounted for 11.4 percent of the world’s Internet users
farmers to sell their crops on the world market at such low prices
in 2014. Roughly 78 percent of the population of the United
that farmers elsewhere are hurt or even driven out of business (see
States uses the Internet, as does 85 percent of the Canadian
the vignette on page 60). For example, many Mexican farmers
population, compared to 73 percent of the European Union and
have lost their small farms because of competition from large U.S.
39 percent of the world as a whole. The total economic impact of
corporate farms, which receive subsidies from the U.S. government.
the Internet in North America is hard to assess, but retail Internet
Corporate farms in the United States can now sell their produce in
sales increase every year. Indeed, although overall purchases were
Mexico or even relocate there under NAFTA agreements. The critdown during the recession of 2008 to 2011, online purchases in
ics add that beyond agriculture, in North America, the benefits of
the United States and Canada steadily increased.
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FIGURE 2.12 Walmart on the global scale.

As of June 2013, Walmart had 4663 store operations in the
United States and 6294 in 27 other countries. Walmart draws its products from more than 70 countries, deals with
over 61,000 U.S. businesses, and is instrumental in generating over 3 million U.S. jobs. Walmart itself employs more
than 1.3 million workers in the United States and 900,000 workers in other countries. [Source consulted: “Wal-Mart Stores,
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Inc. Data Sheet—Worldwide Unit Details January 2012,” Walmart, at http://news.walmart.com/news-archive/2012/02/22/wal-martstores-inc-data-sheet-worldwide-unit-details-january-2012]

free trade go mostly to large manufacturers and businesses and their
managers, while many workers end up losing their jobs to cheaper
labor overseas, or see their incomes stagnate.

after NAFTA was passed. Mexico now has more Walmarts (2400
retail stores) than any country except the United States, which
has 4663 (Figure 2.12). Canada has 380 Walmarts.
NAFTA seems to have worsened the perennial tendency of the
NAFTA Trade between the United States and Canada has been
United States to spend more money on imports than it earns from
relatively unrestricted for many years. The process of reducing trade
exports. This imbalance is called a trade deficit. Before NAFTA, the
barriers began formally with the Canada–U.S.
United States had much smaller trade deficits
Free Trade Agreement of 1989. Mexico was trade deficit the extent to which the money
with Mexico and Canada. After the agreement
earned by exports is exceeded by the money
included with the creation of NAFTA in 1994. spent on imports
was signed, these deficits rose dramatically, espeThe major long-term goal of NAFTA is to
cially with Mexico. For example, between 1994
increase the amount of trade between Canada, the United States,
and 2009, the value of U.S. exports to Mexico increased by about
and Mexico. Today, it is the world’s largest trading bloc in terms of
153 percent, while the value of imports increased 265 percent.
the GDP of its member states.
NAFTA has also resulted in a net loss of about 1 million jobs
The extent of NAFTA’s impacts are hard to assess because
in the United States. Increased imports from Mexico and Canada
it is difficult to tell whether the many observable changes have
have displaced about 2 million U.S. jobs, while increased exports to
been caused by the agreement itself or by other changes in
these countries have created only about 1 million jobs. Some new
regional and global economies. However, a few things are clear.
NAFTA-related jobs do pay up to 18 percent more than the average
NAFTA has increased trade, and many companies are making
North American wage. However, those jobs are usually in different
higher profits because they now have larger markets. Since 1990,
locations than the ones that were lost and the people who take them
exports among the three countries have increased in value by
tend to be younger and more highly skilled than those who lost jobs.
more than 300 percent. By value, NAFTA’s exports to the world
Former factory workers often end up with short-term contract jobs
economy have increased by about 300 percent for the United
or low-skill jobs that pay the minimum wage and carry no benefits.
States and Canada and by 600 percent for Mexico. Some U.S.
As the drawbacks and benefits of NAFTA are being assessed,
companies, such as Walmart, expanded aggressively into Mexico
talk of extending it to the entire Western Hemisphere has stalled.
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Such an agreement, which would be called the Free Trade Area of
the Americas (FTAA), would have its own drawbacks and benefits.
A number of countries, including Brazil, Bolivia, Ecuador, and
Venezuela, are wary of being overwhelmed by the U.S. economy.
Even in the absence of such an agreement, trade between North
America and Middle and South America is growing faster than trade
with Asia and Europe. This emerging trade is discussed in Chapter 3.
The Asian Link to Globalization Another way in which the North
American economy is becoming globalized is through the lowering
of trade barriers with Asia. One huge category of trade with Asia
is the seemingly endless variety of goods imported from China—
everything from underwear to the chemicals used to make prescription drugs. China’s lower wages make its goods cheaper than
similar products imported from Mexico, despite Mexico’s proximity
and membership in NAFTA. Indeed, many factories that first relocated to Mexico from the southern United States have now moved
to China to take advantage of its enormous supply of cheap labor.
Despite adjustments in the Chinese economy that may raise prices,
trade with China promises to remain quite robust for some time.
U.S. and Canadian companies also want to take advantage
of China’s vast domestic markets. For example, the U.S. fast-food
chain KFC now has more than 2100 locations in 450 cities in
China, and its business is growing rapidly there. The U.S. government has a powerful incentive to encourage such overseas expansion by companies like KFC that are headquartered in the United
States and whose profits are taxable by the federal government.
Asian investment in
America
is also growing.
© North
W. H.
Freeman
2014.For No
example, Japanese and Korean automotive companies have
located plants in North America to be near their most important
pool of car buyers—commuting North Americans. They often
establish their plants in the rural mid-South of the United States
or in southern Canada, close to arteries of the Interstate Highway
System. Here the Asian companies have found a ready, inexpensive labor force. These workers can access high-quality housing in
rural settings within a commute of 20 miles (32 kilometers) or so
from secure automotive jobs that pay reasonably well and include
health and retirement benefit packages.
Japanese and Korean carmakers succeeded in North America
even as U.S. auto manufacturers such as General Motors were
struggling. This was primarily because more advanced Japanese
automated production systems—requiring fewer but bettereducated workers—produce higher-quality cars, which sell better
both in North America and around the world. Some analysts
predict that foreign carmakers will eventually take over the
entire North American market, while others predict that the old
American car companies, several of which are in the process of
restructuring, will maintain and even expand market share by
turning out better-built and more fuel-efficient cars.
IT Jobs Face New Competition from Developing Countries
By the early 2000s, globalization was resulting in the offshore
outsourcing of information technology (IT) jobs. A range of jobs—
from software programming to telephone-based, customer-support
services—shifted to lower-cost areas outside North America. By the
middle of 2003, an estimated 500,000 IT jobs had been outsourced,

and another 3.3 million are forecasted to follow by 2020. During
the recent recession, IT jobs were still being created at a faster rate
than they were being eliminated by economic contraction, yet the
overall trend pointed to fewer and fewer of the world’s total IT jobs
staying in North America. New IT centers are now located in India,
China, Southeast Asia, the Baltic states in North Europe, Central
Europe, and Russia. In these areas, large pools of highly trained,
English-speaking young people work for wages that are 20 to 40
percent of their American counterparts’ pay. Some argue that rather
than depleting jobs, outsourcing will actually help create jobs in
North America by saving corporations money, which will then be
reinvested in new ventures. The viability of this pro-outsourcing
argument remains unproven.
45. U.S. COMPETITIVENESS

Repercussions of the Global Economic
Downturn Beginning in 2007
The severe worldwide economic downturn that began in 2007
came on the heels of a long upward trajectory of global economic
expansion. A booming housing industry and related growth in
the banks that finance home mortgages fueled this growth in the
United States. In 2007, the housing industry collapsed as it became
clear that much of the growth in previous years had been based
on banks allowing millions of buyers to purchase homes with
mortgages that were well beyond their means. The growth in the
construction industry, based on erroneous assumptions, came to a
sudden halt. When too many homebuyers could no longer afford
their mortgage payments, the banks that had lent them money
unauthorized
and/or
the institutions toreproduction
which the banks had sold these mortgages
started to fail. The bank failures produced worldwide ripple effects
because so many foreign banks were involved in the U.S. housing
market. Between September 2008 and March 2009, the U.S. stock
market fell by nearly half, wiping out the savings and pensions of
millions of Americans. Similar plunges followed in foreign stock
markets, ultimately resulting in a worldwide economic downturn
because businesses could no longer find money to fund expansion.
As the recession intensified, job losses in the United States
caused a sharp drop in consumption, which further affected
world markets, including those in Canada. Thanks to its strong
regulatory controls, Canada did not have bank failures. However,
because so much of the Canadian economy is linked to exports
and imports from the United States (see Figure 2.13), Canada
underwent a massive slowdown. During three quarters in 2009,
its GNI declined by 3.3 percent and its exports fell by 16 percent.
Canada also lost many jobs but its recovery was quicker than that
of the United States, possibly because household consumption
was buttressed by Canada’s stronger social safety net (see page 89).
Efforts to deal with the difficulties that caused the recession, as
well as the long-term problems made worse by it, have yet to meet
with much success. The financial industry has used well-funded
lobbying to counter attempts to better regulate the banks that,
through their reckless lending practices, caused the recession.
The recession worsened the trend toward larger wealth disparities that has been underway since the 1970s. Disparities are
most extreme in the United States, where in 2014 the wealthiest
1 percent of households owned 40 percent of the country’s total
wealth, and the next wealthiest 19 percent owned roughly another
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Tourism: Between 2006
and 2011, the number of
tourists from each country
visiting the other fluctuated
between 8 and 20 million
each way, depending on the
economic conditions and
security measures.

Direct Investment:
In 2010, Canadian
investments in the United
States were $306 billion,
and U.S. investments in
Canada were $206 billion.
Typically, Canadian
companies invest more
heavily in the United States
because of the attractively
large market, roughly 10
times the size of Canada’s.
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Pollutants: Airborne pollutants,
which cause acid rain (among other
negative effects), cross the border in
both directions, but Canada receives
on average about three times more
air pollutants from the United States
than the reverse. This is primarily
the result of high-volume truck
traffic and the prevailing winds. The
two countries have agreements to
reduce the pollution that crosses the
border, but Canada has apparently
been more successful than the
United States in these efforts.
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Trade: The value of goods and
services traded between the two
countries in 2011 was about
$597.4 billion, down from $600
billion in 2008. In 2011, as in
the past, Canada exported more
to the United States than the
United States exported to
Canada. In 2011, Canada’s
trade surplus with the United
States was $35.6 billion, but in
2008, the surplus was nearly
twice as high. These changes
are largely the result of the
global recession that began in
2008, which hit the United
States harder than it hit Canada.
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Canada and the United States are perhaps most intimately connected by their long-standing economic relationship. The two
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countries engage in mutual tourism, direct investment, migration,
and most of all, trade. The equivalent of nearly U.S.$1.5 billion is
traded daily between the two countries. Canada is a larger market
for U.S. goods than are all 27 countries in the European Union.
By 2005, that trade relationship had evolved into a two-way flow of
U.S.$1 trillion annually (Figure 2.13). Each country is the other’s
largest trading partner. In 2010, fifty percent of Canada’s imports
came from the United States and 75 percent of its exports went
to the United States. The United States, in turn, sells 19 percent

Mon

53 percent, leaving the remaining 80 percent of the population with
only 7 percent of the wealth. Most North Americans are not in favor
of this kind of wealth distribution, but there are many political barriers that make it difficult to reduce such inequality (see page 89).

Immigration: For many years
there has been a pattern of
immigration asymmetry, with
more Canadians coming to
the United States than the
reverse. On average over the
last decade, about 24,000
Canadians have annually
come to the United States,
and about one-third as many
people from the United
States have moved to
Canada. In 2010, the
numbers were substantially
reduced, probably as a result
of the recession and U.S.
restrictions on immigration.

FIGURE 2.13 Transfers of tourists, goods, investment, pollution, and immigrants between the
United States and Canada. Canada and the United States have the world’s largest trading relationship. The flows
of goods, money, and people across the long Canada–U.S. border are essential to both countries. However, because of its
relatively small population and economy, Canada is more reliant on the United States than the United States is on Canada. All
amounts shown are in U.S. dollars. [Sources consulted: National Geographic, February 1990: 106–107, and augmented with data from “Table 1:
International Trips to Canada,” Statistics Canada, at http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/66-001-p/2011012/t001-eng.htm; International Visitation to the
United States: A Statistical Summary of U.S. Visitation (2011), U.S. Department of Commerce, Office of Travel and Tourism Industries, at http://
travel.trade.gov/outreachpages/download_data_table/2011_Visitation_Report.pdf; “Foreign Trade: Trade in Goods with Canada,” U.S. Census
Bureau, at http://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/balance/c1220.html; “U.S. Relations With Canada,” U.S. Department of State, August 23, 2013,
at http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2089.htm; “Immigration Overview: Permanent and Temporary Residents: Canada—Permanent Residents by
Category and Source Area,” Citizenship and Immigration Canada, at http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/statistics/facts2010/permanent/08.asp]
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of its exports to Canada and buys 14
percent of its imports from Canada.
Notice, however, that there is asymmetry even in the realm of interdependencies: Canada’s smaller economy is
much more dependent on the United
States than the reverse. Nonetheless, as
many as 1 million U.S. jobs are dependent on the relationship with Canada.

Women in the Economy

ON THE BRIGHT SIDE
Women in Business and Education
Throughout North America, the number of women entrepreneurs is on the rise, and women start nearly
half of all new businesses. While women-owned businesses tend to be small and less financially secure
than those in which men have dominant control, credit opportunities for businesswomen are improving
as women go into upper-level jobs in banking. Change is also coming to the private sector, where a 2012
study showed that male executives now prefer to hire qualified women because they are particularly
ambitious and willing to gain advanced qualifications.
In secondary and higher education, North American women have equaled or exceeded the level of
men in most categories. In 2008 in the United States, 33 percent of women aged 25 and over held an
undergraduate degree, compared to just 26 percent of men. This imbalance is likely to increase because
in 2010, U.S. women between the ages of 25 and 29 received 7 percent more undergraduate degrees than
men did.

While women have made steady gains
in achieving equal pay and overall participation in the labor force, there are still important ways in
which they lag behind their male counterparts. On average, U.S.
and Canadian female workers earn about 80 cents for every dollar that male workers earn for doing the same job (Figure 2.14).
For example, a female architect earns approximately 80 percent
of what a male architect earns for performing comparable work.
This situation is actually an improvement over previous decades.
During World War II, when large numbers of women first started
working in male-dominated jobs, North American female workers earned, on average, only 57 percent of what male workers
earned. The advances made by this older generation of women
and the ones that followed have transformed North American
workplaces. For the first time in history, women now represent
more than half of the North American labor force, though most
© W. H. Freeman 2014. No
still work for male managers.

century. Mechanical corn-seed planters and steam-powered
threshing machines, along with methods of supplying farmers
with large amounts of plant nutrients such as nitrogen, phosphate, and potassium, reduced the need for labor on farms.
Because of the cost of this machinery, farmers needed to make
ever-larger investments in land in order for their farms to remain
profitable. By the 1940s, the use of pesticides (chemicals that
kill insects and other pests) and herbicides (chemicals that kill
weeds) also became widespread, adding further to both the
productivity and cost of farming. By the mid-twentieth century,
Employment and median usual weekly
earnings of women, by industry, 2009
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North America’s Changing
Food-Production Systems
Median weekly earnings

Agriculture remains the spatially dominant feature of North
American landscapes, yet less than 1 percent of North Americans
are engaged directly in agriculture. North America benefits from
an abundant supply of food; the region produces food for foreign
as well as domestic consumers (Figure 2.15). At one time, exports
of agricultural products were the backbone of the North American
economy. However, because of growth in other sectors, agriculture
now accounts for less than 1.2 percent of the United States’ GDP
and less than 2 percent of Canada’s. Moreover, because both
countries are so involved in the global economy, an increasing
amount of food in both countries is imported.
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Family Farms Give Way to Agribusiness Family farms began
to mechanize and use chemical fertilizers in the late nineteenth
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43. FOOD GLOBALIZATION

The shift to mechanized agriculture in North America
brought about sweeping changes in employment and farm
management. In 1790, agriculture employed 90 percent of the
American workforce; in 1890, it employed 50 percent. Until
1910, thousands of very productive family-owned farms, located
over much of the United States and southern Canada, provided
for most domestic consumption and the majority of all exports.
Today, the vast majority of these family farms have been replaced
by farms owned by corporations.
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FIGURE 2.14 Women’s earnings and employment
by industry, 2009. On average, women earned less than 80
percent of men’s median income in 2009 if they worked full time in
a wage or salary job: $630 a week compared to men’s $819. [Source
consulted: “Women’s Earnings and Employment by Industry, 2009,” U.S.
Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, February 16, 2011, at http://
www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2011/ted_20110216.htm]
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FIGURE 2.15 Agriculture in North America. Throughout much of North America, some type of
agriculture is possible. The major exceptions are the northern parts of Canada and Alaska and the dry mountain and
basin region (the continental interior) that lies between the Great Plains and the Pacific coastal zone. However, in
some marginal areas, such as Southern California, southern Arizona, and the Utah Valley, irrigation is needed for
cultivation. (Hawaii is not included here because it is covered in Oceania, Chapter 11.) [Source consulted: Arthur Getis and
Judith Getis, eds., The United States and Canada: The Land and the People (Dubuque, IA: William C. Brown, 1995), p. 165]

the number of farms began to decline rapidly, as only wealthier
While green revolution agriculture provides a wide variety of
farmers could invest in these green revolution methods (see
food at low prices for North Americans, the shift to these producChapter 1, page 29). Some farmers prospered (see the vignette
tion methods has depressed local economies and created social
on page 60), while many with fewer resources sold their land,
problems in many rural areas. Communities in places such as
hoping to make a profit sufficient for retirement. Indebtedness
the Great Plains of both Canada and the United States were once
and bankruptcies have become increasingly common for both
made up of farming families with similar middle-class incomes,
large and small farmers.
social standing, and commitment to the region. Today, farm
A major part of the transformation of North
communities are increasingly composed of a
American agriculture has been the growth of agribusiness the business of farming conducted few wealthy farmer-managers amid a majority
by large-scale operations that purchase, produce,
large agribusiness corporations that sell machin- finance, package, and distribute agricultural
of poor, often migrant Latino or Asian laborers
ery, seeds, and chemicals. These corporations products
who work on large farms and in food-processing
may also produce and process crops themselves
plants for wages that are too low to provide
on land they own, or they may contract to purchase crops from
a decent standard of living. These workers also struggle to be
independent farms. The financial resources of agribusiness coraccepted into the communities where they live.
porations has facilitated the transition to green revolution methods, enabling large investments in the research and development
Food Production and Sustainability Can green revolution
of new products. The corporations can also provide loans and
agriculture like that practiced by successful North American
cash to individual farmers, often as a part of contracts that leave
corn farmers persist over time? Many modern strategies to
farmers with little actual control over which crops are grown and
increase yields, including the use of chemical fertilizers, pestiwhat methods are used.
cides, and herbicides, can have negative impacts. These methods
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VIGNETTE

can threaten the health of farm workOrganically Grown
ers and nearby residents, pollute nearThroughout North America, there is a burgeoning revival of small family farms that supply organically
by streams and lakes, and even affect
grown (produced without chemical fertilizers, herbicides, or pesticides) vegetables and fruits and grassdistant coastal areas (see page 68).
fed meat directly to consumers. Farmers’ markets have popped up across the country (Figure 2.16), and
Some irrigation methods can deplete
more and more people are now buying locally grown organic foods, paying higher prices than those in
scarce water resources and reduce soil
traditional grocery stores. This movement is gaining such favor that large corporate farms are beginning
fertility over time. In addition, many
to see the potential for high profits in sustainable (that is, organic), if not locally grown, food production.
North American farming areas have
Sustainable food production may cause a decrease in harmful impacts on the environment as farms
lost as much as one-third of their topshift to organic methods and consumers learn the advantages of paying more for higher-quality, toxin-free
soil because of deep plowing and other
vegetables and fruits.
farming methods that create soil erosion. A major emerging health issue is
that many crops are designed to be processed organically grown products produced
chemicals. The vast quantities of animal waste
into high-sugar, high-carbohydrate foods that without chemical fertilizers and pesticides
these farms produce can also severely pollute
contribute to obesity and diabetes.
the air and nearby streams.
Recently, researchers have been studying the long-term
Critics of these food production systems often argue that the
impacts of genetically modified (GMO) crops on human health
government subsidies currently being given to farmers should be
and the environment. While most scientific studies suggest that
used as a tool for reform. They advocate directing subsidies away
GMO plants have little impact on human health, many of these
from factory farms and large-scale, chemically intensive crop
studies have been funded or even conducted by the agribusiness
production and toward small farmers who are willing to use methcorporations that create GMO crops, making it possible that the
ods that have fewer impacts.
studies might be biased. The biggest documented impact that
GMO plants have had on the environment is in the way they
he flip side of this story of the decline in North America of
have influenced the use of herbicides and pesticides. While
the family farm way of life is represented by the burgeoning
some varieties of GMO crops have been developed to be more
prosperity of farmers like 37-year-old Twitter user Brandon
resistant to insects and other pests, and so require fewer pestiHunnicutt, who runs his family’s 3600-acre (1457-hectare) farm
cides, others can tolerate and may even require more intensive
above the vast Ogallala Aquifer in Nebraska. He uses the aquifer
use of herbicides.
© W. H. Freeman 2014. No unauthorized
reproduction
water to irrigate in dry times and his computer to garner the
There is growing concern about the raising of animals in
latest information on nearly every aspect of his operation—from
“factory farms” in which cows, pigs, or poultry are raised in
the diagnosis of a crop disease to the right moment for marketing
crowded conditions and fed chemicals to make them gain weight.
his crops. In the midst of the global recession, he was selling corn
As with other forms of chemically intensive agriculture, the most
at twice the price he received a few years before.
well-documented threats to human health are to farmworkers
How can this be? In 2007, the rising price of petroleum
and nearby residents who are exposed daily to many hazardous

FIGURE 2.16 A Place of the Heart.

Mac Goodwin

A Tennessee wifeand-husband team sell produce from their farm, A Place of the Heart,
at a local farmers’ market. They also deliver a basketful of vegetables
each week to a set of customers who pay a seasonal fee of $700 for
the produce.

T

products spurred the U.S. government to require that ethanol
made from corn be added to gasoline in order to lower dependency on foreign energy sources. Now more than one-third of
the corn produced in the United States is converted to ethanol
in order to fuel cars and trucks. By 2008, the demand for corn
had radically increased, as had its price. As the recession deepened, the value of the U.S. dollar was lowered in order to spur
exports. This gave U.S. corn producers an advantage in the world
market. Meanwhile, as the economies of Asian countries continued to grow, Asia began buying more and more corn-based food
products, especially sweeteners. Bad weather in Russia and
Ukraine, which also produce grains, further increased the demand
for corn. Corn prices rose globally, to the great advantage of
large U.S. producers like Brandon Hunnicutt but to the great
anguish of the poor across the world, who had formerly relied
on cheap corn as a mainstay in their diets. As shown in the discussion of food security in Chapter 1 (page 29), the vicissitudes
of the global economy can bring very different outcomes to
different parts of the world. Financial security for farmers like the
Hunnicutts can mean food insecurity for the poor in Africa, Asia,
and Middle and South America. [Source: NPR staff, All Things
Considered. For detailed source information, see Text Sources and Credits.] ■
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• Flows of trade and investment between North America and Asia have
increased dramatically in recent decades.

• By the early 2000s, globalization was resulting in the offshore outAn extensive network of road and air transportation that enables
sourcing of hundreds of thousands of information technology (IT) jobs.
the high-speed delivery of people and goods is central to the
productivity of North America’s economy. The development of
• North American farms have become highly mechanized, chemically
the road system began with the first European settlement in the
intensive operations that need few workers but require huge amounts of
1500s in Florida, but until the development of the first railways in
land to be profitable.
the 1820s, most goods moved on rivers, canals, and coastal seas.
• In the twentieth century, the mass production of inexpensive automoBy the 1870s, the railroads had formed a nationwide network
biles and trucks, as well as the Interstate Highway System, fundamenthat dominated transportation until inexpensive, mass-produced
tally changed how people and goods move across the continent. ■
automobiles were developed in the 1920s. Beginning in the
1950s, the growth of automobile- and truck-based transportation
POLITICAL ISSUES
was helped by the Interstate Highway System—a 45,000-mile
(72,000-kilometer) network of high-speed, multilane roads that
❯ GEOGRAPHIC INSIGHT 3
still dominates transportation today. Because this network is conPower and Politics: North America has relatively high levels of
nected to the vast system of local roads, it can be used to deliver
political freedom, though in recent decades many of its residents
manufactured products faster and with more flexibility than can
have become disillusioned with the political process for a variety
be done using the rail system. The highways have thus made it
of reasons. While Canada plays a relatively modest political role
possible to disperse industry and related services into suburban
abroad, the United States has enormous influence on the global
and rural locales across the country, where labor, land, and living
political order, although its status as the world’s predominant
costs are lower.
“superpower” is increasingly being challenged.
After World War II, air transportation also enabled economic growth in North America. The primary niche of air
transportation is business travel, because face-to-face contact
The Expansion of Political Freedoms in the
remains essential to American business culture despite the
United States and Canada
growth of telecommunications and the Internet. Because many
industries are widely distributed in numerous medium-size citNorth Americans’ relatively high levels of political freedom are
© W.
Freeman
2014.
No unauthorized
reproduction
ies, air service is organized
as aH.
hub-and-spoke
network
. Hubs are
part of a long-term trend
toward more openness in the political
strategically located airports, such as those in Atlanta, Chicago,
process. Voting rights have steadily expanded over the history of
Dallas, and Los Angeles. These airports serve as collection and
both countries. They have been extended from including only
transfer points for passengers and cargo continuing on to smaller
white male property owners (U.S., mid-1700s; Canada, 1758) to
cities and towns. Most airports are also located near major highincluding all adult white males (U.S., 1856; Canada 1898), to
ways, which provide an essential link for high-speed travel and
including men of African descent (U.S., 1870; Canada, 1837),
cargo shipping.
women (U.S., 1920; Canada, 1918), and indigenous peoples
(U.S., 1924; Canada 1960).
The ways in which candidates for elected office are selected
has also opened up in both countries. In the past, a few political
insiders selected the candidates that they wanted to run for a parTHINGS TO REMEMBER
ticular office. Starting in the 1920s in the United States, candidates
for office began to be selected via primaries, which are elections
❯ GEOGRAPHIC • Globalization and Development Globalthat determine who a political party will nominate to run as their
INSIGHT 2
ization has transformed economic development
candidate for a particular office. For example, in 2008, Barack
in North America, reorienting employment toward knowledge-intenObama was chosen to be the Democratic Party’s candidate for the
sive jobs that require education and training. Most of the manufacturoffice of president of the United States only after he won a series
ing jobs upon which the region’s middle class was built have either
of primaries held in states throughout the country in which he
been moved abroad to take advantage of cheaper labor or have been
and a number of other candidates ran. After he won the primary,
replaced by technology. North America’s demand for imported goods
Obama went on to run in the general election, which he also won.
and its export of manufacturing jobs helps make it a major engine
Primaries have only recently been adopted in Canada, in part
of globalization.
because they are a much more expensive way to choose candidates.
• North America’s advantageous position in the global economy is a
reflection of its size, technological sophistication, and geopolitical
Political Disillusionment While the overall trajectory has been
influence—all of which enable it to mold the pro-globalization free
toward more openness in the political process, giving individuals
trade policies that suit the major corporations of North America.
more influence over their governance, there has been a general
• The major long-term goal of NAFTA is to increase the amount of trade
between Canada, the United States, and Mexico. NAFTA is currently the
world’s largest trading bloc in terms of the GDP of its member states.

disillusionment with politics in both the United States and Canada.
Evidence of this can be seen in lower voter turnout—the percentage of people who decide to cast a vote in an election. Voter turnout
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FIGURE 2.17

PHOTO ESSAY: Power and Politics
in North America

has been declining since the 1960s, with the
Political freedoms are well protected and democratization is at a relatively high level in
United States having a generally lower voter
North America. The United States is often thought of as using its power to promote polititurnout than Canada: 57.5 percent of votingcal freedoms and democratization on a global scale. There is some truth to this. However,
age U.S. citizens voted in the presidential
strategic and economic interests often play a greater role in shaping U.S. actions abroad. For
election of 2012, and 61.1 percent of votingexample, some U.S. officials who planned the Iraq War point out that the desire to control
age Canadians voted in 2011.
Iraq’s oil resources and those of its neighbors influenced U.S. actions there more than did the
One possible reason for the lower turnpromotion of democracy. If the main U.S. interest abroad were the promotion of democracy,
out in the United States is the frustration
then sub-Saharan Africa would be a major focus of U.S. foreign aid and military installations,
created by the role of money in politics. A
especially given the many violent conflicts that plague this region. As the map below shows,
potential candidate for a major office in the
sub-Saharan Africa receives relatively little aid and has few U.S. military bases. Nevertheless,
United States must now spend millions or,
the United States has increased its presence there in recent years.
in the case of the office of the U.S. president,
more than a billion dollars, to win an election. This cost is a major barrier to people who want to enter into
politics, as only those able to raise large amounts of money have
any chance to win. Expensive elections also mean that successful
candidates have to spend more of their time raising money in order
to be reelected and less time doing their job representing the people
who elected them. As a result, politicians tend to focus on wealthy
people and corporations who can make the donations that will help
them get reelected. This trend in politics runs counter to the ideal
that a person’s income should not determine their ability to influence their government. Canada’s somewhat higher voter turnout
Democratization
rates may be the result of Canadian laws that regulate the amount of
and the U.S. Abroad
money candidates and their political parties can spend on elections.
Democratization index
E $Haiti
Other explanations of the disillusionment with the political
$
Full democracy
$
process focus on the role of television, which gained popularity
$
$$
Flawed democracy
$
in the 1960s, at about the same time that voter turnout started to
$
U.S. foreign
Hybrid
regime
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the political process.
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Debt and Politics in the United States
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E Haitian refugees off the coast of Florida are sent
back to Haiti after being detained by the U.S. Coast
Guard. Haiti is far from being a functional democracy
and is plagued by economic and political instability, but
compared to Israel, Egypt, or Afghanistan, it receives
relatively little U.S. foreign or military aid.

Thony Belizaire/AFP/Getty Images

There is much worry and political maneuvering in the United
States surrounding the national debt. The debt consists of the
money the United States borrows by issuing treasury securities to
cover the expenses it has that exceed income from taxes and other
revenues. There are two components to the U.S. debt: debt held
by the public, including that held by private investors, the Federal
Reserve System, and foreign, state, and local governments ($12.3
trillion as of December 2013); and debt held in accounts administered by the federal government, such as that borrowed from the
Social Security Trust Fund ($4.9 trillion as of December 2013).
To whom does the United States owe its debt? About 70 percent
of the total debt is owed to U.S. citizens who own treasury securities,
and to various federal government entities, like the Social Security
Trust Fund. About 29 percent is owed to foreign governments
(8 percent to China, 5 percent to Japan, 2 percent to the United
Kingdom, and smaller amounts to Brazil, Taiwan, and Hong Kong).
Proposed solutions highlight the differences between the two
major political parties in the United States. Most Republicans
believe that the debt is dangerous and needs to be reduced immediately by drastically reducing government spending, especially on
social services such as the Affordable Health Care Act (often called
“Obamacare”; see page 89) and various kinds of aid to the poor.
Many Democrats hold that some government spending, especially
military spending and subsidies to large corporations, should be cut.

16–30 bases

$

$

$
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A A Canadian soldier
wounded in Afghanistan is
lifted off a plane at Ramstein
Air Base, one of 260 U.S.
bases in Germany. The large
U.S. military presence in
Europe is a legacy of World
War II and the Cold War era
that followed. The purpose of
the military presence was to
discourage potential aggression from the (now-defunct)
Soviet Union against U.S.
allies in Western Europe.

Tara Walton/Toronto Star via Getty Images
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B Afghan women line up to vote in the country’s first
legitimate elections in decades. A large part of U.S. foreign
aid in Afghanistan is used to promote democratic practices. Afghanistan became a major recipient of U.S. aid and
military intervention only after the attacks of September 11,
2001 (masterminded by the Al Qaeda terrorist network,
based in part in Afghanistan). Before 9/11, U.S. foreign aid
to Afghanistan was much lower and U.S. military bases
there were nonexistent.
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C A U.S. military base in Japan, one of
130 in the country, is surrounded by dense
urban development. These bases are first
and foremost a projection of U.S. power
designed to counter any future aggression
by China, North Korea, the former Soviet
Union, South Korea, or by Japan itself.

D A Kenyan police officer investigates a burning road block set up
in the aftermath of disputed presidential elections in 2013. Democracy is fragile throughout much of sub-Saharan Africa, and elections are often plagued by violence. While U.S. financial support for
democracy in sub-Saharan Africa is growing, U.S. foreign aid to the
area is relatively small and historically the United States has done
little to promote democracy in the region. The United States has few
strategic or economic interests, and few military bases, in the region.
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But they also argue that new revenues should be raised by taxing
the very rich. These differences between the two major political
parties show up repeatedly in the United States, as the government’s ability to raise revenue via taxation and the ways it spends
this revenue are central to almost every major political issue.

The United States and Canada Abroad
The United States and Canada have dramatically different roles
in the global geopolitical order. The United States is recognized
as the most powerful country in the world, with the world’s largest economy and a military budget that year to year is larger than
those of the next largest 12 or 13 countries combined. While
the promotion of democracy and political freedoms is an official
goal of U.S. foreign policy, in practice, the United States tends to
focus its activities abroad more on its own economic and strategic
military interests, which are often linked. This can be seen, for
example, in the recent U.S. war in Iraq, which numerous planners of the war within the Bush Administration now acknowledge
was motivated more by a desire to control access to Iraq’s lucrative oil reserves than to bring democracy to Iraq (Figure 2.17).
U.S. economic and strategic interests are reflected in the
global distribution of its military bases and its spending on aid
to foreign governments. Three main concentrations of bases and
spending, where the United States has for years had strong strategic and economic interests, can be seen on the map in Figure 2.17
in (1) Europe; (2) North Africa and Southwest Asia (especially
Egypt, Israel, Iraq, Jordan), and Afghanistan and Pakistan in South
W. H.East
Freeman
Asia; and (3) island and©
peninsular
Asia. The first2014.
and third No
concentrations of bases and spending (those in Europe and East
Asia) relate to strategic and economic interests dating from World
War II that have remained relevant due to the Cold War (see
Chapter 1, page 39), the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union
(see Chapter 5, pages 208–209), the continued large volume of
trade between the United States and Europe, and the rapid growth
of U.S. trade with East Asia since the opening up of China (see
Chapter 9, page 384; see also Figure 2.17C). The second concentration relates directly to U.S. interests in Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan,
Pakistan, Israel, and Egypt, and the oil and mineral resources of
South and Southwest Asia in general.
The map in Figure 2.17 also shows that there are many places
where the United States does not have many bases and where
spending on foreign aid is at low or moderate levels. These are
generally places where the United States has fewer strategic and
economic interests. In part because of the poverty and political
instability of sub-Saharan Africa, for instance, the United States
has had few such interests in the region (see Figure 2.17D). (The
same could be said of Haiti in the Caribbean; see Figure 2.17E). If
U.S. policies to support democracy abroad were a strong factor in
its allocation of assistance, one might expect that the focus of U.S.
spending on military assistance and foreign aid would be in the parts
of sub-Saharan Africa and elsewhere that have low levels of democratization. And yet the United States has few bases and spends little
on military assistance and foreign aid in these parts of the world.
39. CONSEQUENCES REPORT
40. SECURITY AND PERSONAL LIBERTY REPORT
41. U.S. IMAGE REPORT

Canada’s role on the world stage is dramatically different than
that of the United States, with a more “live and let live” approach.
While trade is a similarly strong motivator for Canada’s foreign
policies and foreign aid projects, Canada has far fewer strategic
military interests abroad. Arguably, Canada’s greatest geopolitical impact comes from its ability to influence the United States.
As the largest trading partner of the United States, and one with
considerable energy resources, Canada has helped to reduce U.S.
dependence on foreign oil. This relationship was highlighted by
the 9/11 attacks and the subsequent Iraq War. At that time (early
2000s), about 25 percent of the oil imported into the United States
came from the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC), which was mostly made up of the countries along the
Persian Gulf, where the terrorists had originated. Recent data show
that 46 percent of oil imported into the United States comes from
countries that are not part of OPEC. Of this 46 percent, Canada
supplies 27.9 percent, Mexico supplies 10.8 percent, and 20 other
countries supply the remaining 7.3 percent (Figure 2.18A).
Recent plans to extract fuel from the oil sands of western
Canada relate to both Canadian and U.S. strategic interests in
reducing dependence on foreign oil. The oil sands could potentially double the amount of oil that Canada exports to the United
States and remove much of Canada’s need to import oil. The
main reason that Canada imports any oil at all is that most of its
oil fields are in the west, far from Canadian population centers
and closer to U.S. facilities that can refine the oil. Most of this
oil stays in the United States, though some is sold back to the
more heavily populated eastern provinces. The rest of the oil
unauthorized reproduction
imported into Canada comes mostly from OPEC sources. This
dependence makes many people in both Canada and the United
States uncomfortable, especially given the often antagonistic relationships both countries have with the Persian Gulf states. Thus,
despite the many environmental costs of developing Canada’s oil
sands, both the United States and Canada have strong strategic
and economic interests in doing so.

Challenges to the United States’
Global Power
A number of challenges to U.S. global power have emerged in
recent decades. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan exposed the
limits of the United States’ ability to bring about change in less
powerful countries. Meanwhile, a new alliance is challenging the
United States and its allies in Europe.
Immediately after the attacks on New York City and
Washington, DC, on September 11, 2001 (9/11), the international community extended warm sympathy to the United States
and generally supported then-president George W. Bush in
his launching of the War on Terror, defined as a defense of the
American way of life and of democratic principles. The first target
was Afghanistan, which was then thought to be host to Osama
bin Laden and the elusive Al Qaeda network that openly claimed
credit for masterminding the 9/11 attacks. The aim was to capture bin Laden—accomplished in 2011, under President Barack
Obama, when bin Laden was killed by U.S. Army Special Forces
in Abbottabad, Pakistan—and remake Afghanistan into a stable
ally, which still had not been accomplished by 2014.
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Although NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) forces
(including Canadian troops) joined U.S. forces in Afghanistan,
the war proved difficult to resolve because of heavy resistance
from tribal leaders within the country and from militant Muslim
insurgents in adjacent Pakistan. Some of the loss of momentum
in Afghanistan can be attributed to the fact that in the spring of
2003, President Bush brought the War on Terror to Iraq, and U.S.
strategic attention and troop support were diverted.
The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan eventually ended with few
concrete gains, despite heavy losses of civilian life. U.S. combat
troops withdrew from Iraq in 2011 and from Afghanistan in 2014,
and both countries remain plagued by violence. In the case of
Iraq, most of the lucrative contracts to develop the country’s
oil resources went to companies in countries that opposed the
war, such as China. Meanwhile, international public opinion
polls showed that the U.S. image abroad was badly damaged by
what was seen as an unjust war aimed mainly at controlling the
resources of foreign countries (see Figure 2.17A, B, and map).
Since 2001, an alliance of four countries has emerged as a symbol of growing resistance to the global power of the United States
and its allies. Together, these countries—Brazil, Russia, India, and
China (known collectively as BRIC)—account for over a quarter of
the world’s land area and more than 40 percent of its population, and
by 2027 they will together form a larger group of economies than the
United States and its major allies (Canada, France, Germany, Italy,
Japan, and the United Kingdom), which are collectively known as
the G7. Meeting at yearly summits, the BRIC countries are committed to establishing a “more multi-polar world order” in which the
© W. H. Freeman 2014. No
United States and its allies are less dominant. The BRIC countries are
the most prominent of several groups of rapidly developing countries
that are publicly challenging the current global geopolitical order.

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN CANADA
AND THE UNITED STATES
Citizens of Canada and the United States share many characteristics and concerns. Indeed, in the minds of many people—
especially those in the United States—the two countries are one.
Yet that is hardly the case. Three key factors characterize the
interaction between Canada and the United States: asymmetries,
similarities, and interdependencies.

87

the country is such a secure ally. But managing its relationship
with the United States is a top foreign policy priority for Canada.
As former Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau once told the
U.S. Congress, “Living next to you is in some ways like sleeping
with an elephant: No matter how friendly and even-tempered the
beast, one is affected by every twitch and grunt.”

Similarities
Notwithstanding the asymmetries, the United States and Canada
have much in common. Both are former British colonies and have
retained English as the dominant language. Both also experienced
settlement and exploration by the French. From their common
British colonial experience, they developed comparable democratic political traditions. Both are federations (of states or provinces),
and both are representative democracies, with similar legal systems.
Not the least of the features they share is a 4200-mile
(6720-kilometer) border, which until 2009 contained the longest
sections of unfortified political boundary in the world. For years,
the Canadian border had just 1000 U.S. guards, while the Mexican
border, which is half as long, had nearly 10,000 agents. In 2009,
the Obama administration decided to equalize surveillance of
the two borders for national security reasons. Where some rural
residents once passed in and out of Canada and the United States
unobserved many times in the course of a routine day, now there
are drone aircraft with night-vision cameras and cloud-piercing
radar scanning the landscape for smugglers, illegal immigrants,
and terrorists. Canadians and Americans, who formerly thought of
unauthorized
their common borderreproduction
as nonexistent, now endure intrusive technology, barricades, and crossing delays. Tourism and commerce
are also being negatively affected by these efforts to keep both
countries safer.
42. U.S. BORDER SECURITY REPORT
Canada and the United States share many other landscape
similarities. Their cities and suburbs look much the same. The
billboards that line their highways and freeways advertise the
same brand names. Shopping malls and satellite business districts have followed suburbia into the countryside, encouraging
comparable types of mass consumption and urban sprawl. The
two countries also share similar patterns of ethnic diversity that
developed in nearly identical stages of immigration from abroad.

Asymmetries

Democratic Systems of Government:
Shared Ideals, Different Trajectories

Asymmetry means “lack of balance.” Although the United States
and Canada occupy about the same amount of space (Figure 2.19),
much of Canada’s territory is cold and sparsely inhabited. The U.S.
population is about ten times the Canadian population. While
Canada’s economy is one of the largest and most productive in the
world, producing U.S.$1.4 trillion (PPP) in goods and services in
2011, it is dwarfed by the U.S. economy, which is more than ten
times larger, at $15.04 trillion (PPP) in 2011.
In international affairs, Canada quietly supports civil society
efforts abroad, while the United States is an economic, military,
and political superpower preoccupied with maintaining its role as
a world leader. In framing foreign affairs policy, the United States
regards Canada’s position only as an afterthought, in part because

Canada and the United States have similar democratic systems
of government, but there are differences in the way power is
divided between the federal government and provincial or state
governments. There are also differences in the way the division
of power has changed since each country became independent.
Both countries have a federal government in which a union
of states (United States) or provinces (Canada) recognizes the
sovereignty of a central authority, while states/provinces and local
governments retain many governing powers. In both Canada and
the United States, the federal government has an elected executive branch, elected legislatures, and an appointed judiciary.
In Canada, the executive branch is more closely bound to follow
the will of the legislature. At the same time, the Canadian federal
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FIGURE 2.18 (A) Sources of
average daily crude oil imports into
the United States, 2012. The United States
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[Sources consulted: “U.S. Imports by Country of Origin,”
U.S. Energy Information Administration, at http://www.
eia.gov/dnav/pet/pet_move_impcus_a2_nus_epc0_im0_
mbblpd_m.htm; “Supply and Disposition,” U.S. Energy
Information Administration, at http://www.eia.gov/dnav/
pet/pet_sum_snd_d_nus_mbbl_m_cur.htm]
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Sources of crude oil imported
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is dependent on crude oil from many locations
around the world and imports nearly 60 percent
of the crude it uses. This map shows the average
percentage of daily crude (millions of barrels)
imported into the United States from the top
15 exporting nations in September 2012. The
United States produced the remaining 40 percent
from its own sources. Canada’s exports into the
United States rose from 21 percent in September
2009 to nearly 28 percent by September 2010.

4.5

Percent supplied
by other countries

FIGURE 2.18 (B) Sources of
average daily crude oil imports into
Canada, 2010. In 2010, Canada produced

NORWAY
9.3%
CANADA
UNITED
KINGDOM
12.4%

56.1 percent of the crude oil it used from its
own resources, much of it from western Canada.
More than half of the crude oil from western
Canada was shipped to the United States;
western Canada retained most of the rest.
However, Canada also imported 43.9 percent of
its crude oil, most of which went to its eastern
provinces. [Sources consulted: Statistical Handbook,
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Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers, at http://
www.capp.ca/library/statistics/handbook/Pages/default.
aspx; Statistical Handbook for Canada’s Upstream
Petroleum Industry, Canadian Association of Petroleum
Producers, November 2011, at http://www.capp.ca/
GetDoc.aspx?DocId=184463&DT=NTV]
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Sources of crude oil
imported into Canada

government has more and stronger powers (at least constitutionally) than does the U.S. federal government.
Over the years, both the Canadian and U.S. federal governments have moved away from the original intentions of their constitutions. Canada’s initially strong federal government has become
somewhat weaker, largely in response to demands by provinces,
such as the French-speaking province of Québec (see the map in
Figure 2.1), for more autonomy over local affairs.
The more limited federal government that the United States
had at its outset has expanded its powers. The U.S. federal government’s original source of power was its mandate to regulate trade
between states. Over time, this mandate has been interpreted ever
more broadly. Now the U.S. federal government has a powerful

32.0 Percent supplied by
other countries in
small amounts

effect on life even at the local level, primarily through its ability
to dispense federal tax monies via such means as grants for school
systems, federally assisted housing, military bases, drug and food
regulation and enforcement, urban renewal, and the rebuilding of
interstate highways. Money for these programs is withheld if state
and local governments do not conform to federal standards. This
practice has made some poorer states dependent on the federal
government. However, it has also encouraged some state and local
governments to enact more enlightened laws than they might have
done otherwise. For example, in the 1960s the federal government
promoted civil rights for African American citizens by requiring
states to end racial segregation in schools in order to receive federal
support for their school systems.
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Two Health-Care Systems The contrasts between health-care systems in the two countries are indeed striking. Reformed in the 1970s,
the Canadian system is heavily subsidized and covers 100 percent of
the population. In the United States, health care has been largely
private, relatively expensive, and tied to employment, which made
changing jobs difficult for those with preexisting conditions. Also,
many small businesses did not provide health insurance coverage
for employees, who had to pay for it themselves or go without. A
recent reform, dubbed “Obamacare” after President Obama, who
pushed for the change, will cover most of the 47 million people who
previously had no coverage; and government subsidies for care for
the elderly, disabled, children, veterans, and the poor will continue.
The financial viability and medical outcomes of Obamacare are
not yet known, but the most recent statistics show why change was
sought. In 2012, the United States spent more per capita on health
care than any other industrialized country—$8915 per capita, for
a total of 17.2 percent of its GDP per capita. Canada spent $5948
per capita, or just 11.4 percent of its GDP per capita (GNI figures are
not available)—yet Canada had better health outcomes, outranking

CANADA

UNITED STATES

FIGURE 2.19 Political map of North America.
The Social Safety
Net:
© W.
H. Canadian
Freemanand
2014.
U.S. Approaches
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The Canadian and U.S. governments have responded differently to
workers who have been displaced by economic change. Ultimately,
these differences derive from prevailing political positions and
widely held notions each country has about what the government’s
role in society should be. In Canada there is broad political support
for a robust social safety net, the services
social safety net the services provided by the
provided by the government—such as welgovernment—such as welfare, unemployment
fare, unemployment benefits, and health
benefits, and health care—that prevent people
care—that prevent people from falling
from falling into extreme poverty
into extreme poverty. In the United States
there is much less support for these programs and a great deal of contention over nearly all efforts to strengthen the U.S. social safety net.
For many decades, Canada has spent more per capita than
the United States on social programs. These programs, especially
unemployment benefits, have generally made the financial lives
of working Canadians more secure. These policies also reflect the
workings of Canada’s democracy; voters have supported tax hikes
to fund several major expansions of the social safety net during
the twentieth century.
Compared to Canada, the United States provides much less
of a social safety net. For years the prevailing political argument
against the expansion of the U.S. social safety net has been that
the system offers lower taxes for businesses, corporations, and the
wealthy, which in turn invest their surpluses in expansions or in new
businesses, thus creating jobs and new taxpayers. These benefits of
low taxes are assumed to trickle down to those most in need. The fit
of this position with the reality of what actually happens has often
been challenged, especially during times of economic recession.

0

5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50
Percent women in lower house of parliament

* Percentage for the entire U.S. Congress is used, which has 100 senators
(20 are women) and 435 congresspeople (77 are women).

FIGURE 2.20 Percentage of women in the
lower house of parliament (legislature) in selected
countries, October 2012. [Sources consulted: Revised December
26, 2012, according to the results of 2012 U.S. election, at “Record Number
of Women Will Serve in Congress; New Hampshire Elects Women to All Top
Posts,” CAWP, November 7, 2012, at http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/press_room/
news/documents/PressRelease_11-07-12.pdf; for the world results, “World
Classification,” Women in International Parliaments, Inter-Parliamentary Union,
at http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm]
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Health-related indexes for Canada and the United States

Country

Health care
cost as a
percentage
of GDP

Percentage
of population
with no
insurance

Deaths per
1000†

Infant mortality
per 1000 live
births in 2009*

Maternal mortality
per 100,000 live births
in 2008‡

Life expectancy
at birth (years)
in 2011*

Annual health
expenditures per
capita (PPP U.S.$)
in 2009

Canada

10.9

0

7

6

7

78.5

$5452§

United States

16.2

15.5

8

8

17

81

$8086**

Sources: *United Nations Development Program, Human Development Report 2011 (New York: United Nations Development Programme), Tables 1, 9, and 10, at
http://hdr/undp.org/en/reports/global/hdr2011/. Retrieved January 2012.
†
Population Reference Bureau, 2011 World Population Data Sheet, at http://www.prb.org/Publications/Datasheets/2011/world-population-data-sheet/data-sheet.aspx.
Retrieved January 2012.
‡
Medical News Today, “Maternal Mortality Rises in the USA, Canada and Denmark and Falls in China, Egypt, Ecuador and Bolivia,” April 13, 2010, at
http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/185154.php.
§
News Medical, “Health Care Spending in Canada Expected to Reach $183.1 Billion in 2009: CIHI,” November 19, 2009, at http://www.news-medical.net/
news/20091119/Health-care-spending-in-Canada-expected-to-reach-241831-billion-in-2009-CIHI.aspx.
**
Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, “National Health Expenditure Data,” at https://www.cms.gov/NationalHealthExpendData/25_NHE_Fact_Sheet.
asp#TopOfPage. Retrieved July 2012.

the United States on most indicators of overall health, such as infant
mortality, maternal mortality, and life expectancy (Table 2.1).

in 2008, Hillary Clinton was the first woman to have a serious
chance at becoming the U.S. president when she competed with
Barack Obama to become the Democratic Party candidate.

48. SICKO REPORT

Gender in National Politics
North America has some powerful political contradictions with
regard to gender. While women voters are a potent political force,
successful female politicians are not as numerous as one might
expect. Women cast the deciding votes in the U.S. presidential
© overwhelmingly
W. H. Freeman
2014.In No
election of 1996, voting
for Bill Clinton.
the 2006 interim elections, 55 percent of women voted for the
Democratic Party candidates, registering strong anti-war sentiment and making it possible for Democrats to gain many seats in
Congress. In 2008 and 2012, Barack Obama won 55 percent of
the female vote. Deciding factors in the election included issues
that are often priorities for women, such as reproductive rights,
health care, family leave, equal pay, day care, and ending the
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
49. WOMEN VOTING REPORT

And yet in terms of electing female political leaders to office,
women have not had the success warranted by their powerful role
as voters. Of the 535 people in the U.S. Congress as of 2014, only
99 members, or 18.5 percent, were women. Gender equity was
somewhat closer at the state level, where 24.1 percent of legislators were women as of the 2012 elections. In Canada, women
have had a little more success. As of 2014, Canadian women constituted 25 percent of the House of Commons in Parliament and
held 24 percent of provincial legislative seats. Neither country
compares well to the world at large in that, as Figure 2.20 shows,
over the last decade other countries have added substantial
female representation to legislatures.
Things are somewhat more equitable for Canadian women
at the executive level. In 2011, Canada elected four women as
provincial governors and another as executive of the Nunavut
Territory. (There are ten provinces and three territories.) After
the 2012 election, the United States had 7 out of a possible 50
female governors. Canada briefly had a female prime minister in
1993. While the United States has never had a female president,

THINGS TO REMEMBER
❯ GEOGRAPHIC

• Power and Politics North America has
relatively high levels of political freedom, though
in
recent
decades
many
its residents have become disillusioned with
unauthorizedofreproduction
the political process for a variety of reasons. While Canada plays a
relatively modest political role abroad, the United States has enormous
influence on the global political order, although its status as the world’s
predominant “superpower” is increasingly being challenged.
INSIGHT 3

• While an oft-stated ideal of U.S. official foreign policy (it is less of one
for Canada) is to promote democracy abroad, the actual global distribution of U.S. spending on foreign aid and military assistance indicates
that U.S. strategic and economic interests take precedence over promoting democracy.
• Canada continues to have a more robust social safety net, including
health care, than does the United States.
• While women voters are a potent political force in the United States
and Canada, the number of elected female politicians has not been
commensurate with the percentage of women in the general population
of each country. ■

URBANIZATION
❯

GEOGRAPHIC INSIGHT 4
Urbanization: A dramatic change in the spatial patterns of cities
and suburbs has profoundly affected life in this very urbanized
region. Since World War II, North America’s urban populations
have increased by about 150 percent, but the amount of land
they occupy has increased by almost 300 percent. This is primarily
because of suburbanization and urban sprawl, which are
companion processes to urbanization.
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around Chicago, and the stretch of urban development from
Today, close to 80 percent of North Americans live in metropolitan
of 50,000 or more, plus their surrounding suburbs
Seattle–Tacoma to Vancouver, British Columbia.
and towns. Most of these people live in car-dependent suburbs
This pattern of urban sprawl requires residents to drive
built since World War II, where urban life bears little resemautomobiles to complete most daily activities such as grocery
blance to that in the central cities of the past.
shopping and commuting to work. Two major side effects of the
In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, cities in
dependence on vehicles that comes with urban sprawl are air polCanada and the United States consisted of dense inner cores and
lution and emission of the greenhouse gases that contribute to cliless-dense urban peripheries that graded quickly into farmland.
mate change. Another important environmental consequence is
Starting in the early 1900s, central cities began losing population
the habitat loss that results when suburban development expands
and investment, while urban peripheries—the suburbs—began
into farmland, forests, grasslands, and deserts.
growing (Figure 2.21). Workers were drawn by the opportunity
to raise their families in single-family homes in secure and pleasFarmland and Urban Sprawl Urban sprawl drives farmers from
ant surroundings on lots large enough for vegetable gardens and
land that is located close to urban areas, because farmland on the
recreation. Most continued to work in the city, traveling to and
urban fringe is very attractive to real estate developers. The land
from on streetcars.
is cheap compared to urban land, and it is easy to build roads
After World War II, suburban growth dramatically accelerand houses on since farms are generally flat and already cleared.
ated as cars became affordable to more people (Figure 2.22). In
As farmland is turned into suburban housing, property taxes go
the United States, suburban growth was also encouraged by the
up and surrounding farmers who can no longer afford to keep
federally funded Interstate Highway System, a network of free
their land sell it to housing developers. In North America each
high-speed roads that passed through most cities, providing easy
year, 2 million acres of agricultural and forest lands make way for
access to surrounding land along the interstate. Canada, with a
urban sprawl.
less extensive interstate highway system and slightly fewer people
Advocates of farmland preservation argue that beyond food
who could afford cars, had less suburban growth.
and fiber, farms also provide economic diversity, soul-soothing
With the growing popularity of the family
scenery, and habitat for some wildlife. For examcar, interest in publicly funded, non-car-based metropolitan areas cities of 50,000 or more
ple, the town of Pittsford, New York (a suburb of
forms of transportation for these spreading urban and their surrounding suburbs and towns
Rochester), decided that farms were a positive
areas dwindled. This process was hastened by a suburbs populated areas along the
influence on the community. Mark Greene’s
consortium of automobile manufacturers, tire peripheries of cities
400-acre,
200-year-old farm lay at the edge of
© W. H. Freeman 2014. No unauthorized
reproduction
companies, and oil companies that purchased, megalopolis an area formed when several
town. As the population grew, the chances of
dismantled, and replaced many urban streetcars cities expand so that their edges meet and
the farm remaining in business for another
coalesce
and light-rail trains with bus systems.
generation looked dim. Land prices and propAs North American suburbs grew and spread out, nearby citerty taxes rose, and the Greene family could not meet their tax
ies often coalesced into a single urban mass. The term megalopolis
payments. Residents in the new suburban homes sprouting up
was originally coined to describe the 500-mile (800-kilometer)
on what had been neighboring farms pushed local officials to
band of urbanization stretching from Boston through New York
halt normal farm practices, such as noisy nighttime harvesting
City, Philadelphia, and Baltimore, to south of Washington, DC.
or planting, spreading smelly manure, and importing bees to
Other megalopolis formations in North America include the
pollinate fruit trees. Pittsford, however, decided to stand by the
San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angeles and its environs, the region
farmers by issuing $410 million in bonds so that it could pay
Greene and six other farmers for promises that they would not
sell their 1200 acres to developers, but would instead continue
to farm them.

areas—cities

VIGNETTE
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or Canada’s First Nations people (the preferred term in
Canada for Native Americans), the chance to indulge in the
extravagance of urban sprawl is viewed positively. The Tsawwassen
First Nation is one of 630 native groups that are negotiating with
the Canadian government to gain full control over their ancestral
territories. The land they recently received by a treaty lies 20
miles south of Vancouver, near the Strait of St. George. Eager to
finally enjoy some of the fruits of development, they are planning
a 2-million-square-foot “big box” and indoor shopping mall in
the midst of what has been rural farmland. The surrounding
communities, which had previously been able to shield their
village-like settlements against urban sprawl, feel that there are
enough shopping opportunities already. The Tsawwassen see the
mall as an overdue chance for the prosperity that their neighbors
already enjoy. ■

Smart Growth and Livability The term smart growth has been
coined for a range of policies aimed at stopping sprawl by making
existing urban areas more “livable.” Livability relates to factors
that lead to a higher quality of life in urban settings, such as safety,
good schools, affordable housing, quality health care, numerous
and well-maintained parks that offer recreational opportunities
for people and their pets (Figure 2.23), and well-developed public transportation systems. Some indexes of livability for major cities worldwide are put out every year by the Economist magazine
and the Mercer Quality of Living Survey.
In smart growth planning, environmental benefits are envisioned as well. The focus on life lived locally, where mass transit
and walking replace the family car and where gardening for food
is a community entertainment, will result in lower energy use, air
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FIGURE 2.21

PHOTO ESSAY: Urbanization in North America

North America is very urbanized, with 79 percent of the population living in cities. Some of the wealthiest cities in the world are located here, though only a
few have high levels of “livability.” Many cities, especially those in the United States, are characterized by sprawling development patterns that make people
dependent on their automobiles. [Sources consulted: 2011 World Population Data Sheet, Population Reference Bureau, at http://www.prb.org/pdf11/2011population-datasheet_eng.pdf; World Gazeteer, at http://world-gazeteer.com/wg.php?x=&men=gcis&lng=en&des=wg&srt=npan&col=abcdefghinoq&msz=1500&pt=a&va=&srt=pnan]

A Vancouver, Canada, is consistently rated
the most “livable” city in North America,
and among the top four in the world. It
is a leader in controlling sprawl. Over the
past 10 years, the use of public transportation has risen by 50 percent, while the use
of cars has fallen by 30 percent. [Bob Martin/

Vancouver

A
102

CANADA

A

Seattle

Sports Illustrated/Getty Images]
Portland
Montreal
107

Minneapolis-Saint Paul

Toronto

129

San Francisco
39

Chicago
Denver
Los Angeles

Las Vegas

C

Boston

45

Detroit-Windsor

Salt Lake City

57

66

3

30

UNITED STATES

54

Cleveland
35

© W. H. Freeman 2014.
No unauthorized reproduction
Phoenix
11

74

San Diego-Tijuana

C

New York

B

Philadelphia

Washington DC-Baltimore

St. Louis

90

Atlanta
Dallas

67

D

44

B New York City is the secondwealthiest city in the world and is North
America’s financial capital and largest city.
It is known for its extensive mass transit
system (shown here), high population
density (for North America), and worldclass music and arts scene. In terms of livability, New York ranks toward the middle
for the region. [Mario Tama/Getty Images]

Houston
59

Tampa

Population of Metropolitan Areas, 2013

Miami
65

20 million
10 million
5 million
3 million

Population Living in Urban Areas

Note: Symbols on map are sized proportionally
to metro area population
1 Global rank (population 2013)

C Las Vegas, Nevada, was the fastest-growing large city in
North America between 2000 and 2007, with 31.8 percent
growth. However, the recession that began in 2007 led to
population decline by 2010 as jobs in tourism shrank. For
many, leaving was complicated by the inability to sell homes
that had lost value. Las Vegas generally ranks toward the
lower end of livability for North America.
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D Morning traffic in Atlanta, Georgia, which added almost a million people between 2000 and 2007, more than any other city in
North America. Atlanta is among the least dense and most sprawling
cities in the region and depends almost entirely on cars for transportation. Atlanta is generally in the lower middle rankings of livability
for North America.
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ON THE BRIGHT SIDE

pollution, and CO2 emissions. While smart growth
The Greening of Detroit
and the shift toward livability are just starting to
Detroit, once the center of American auto industries, began to decline in the 1970s after a
take hold throughout North America, there are a
series of poorly made gas-guzzling automobiles tarnished the reputation of the car makers
few cities, such as Vancouver, British Columbia
that had once provided the basis of the economy for the “Motor City.” Faced with stiff
(see Figure 2.21A), and Portland, Oregon, where
competition from car makers in Japan, companies like Ford and General Motors cut thouthese principles are much further along in implesands of jobs and the city’s population shrank.
mentation.
Forty years later, the depressing decay of a now much smaller Detroit is beginning
Some older cities are enjoying a renaissance
to sprout with greenery and flowers as inner-city dwellers discover the joys of gardening
as people move back to them in search of greater
on urban plots once occupied by houses that have since burned down. These green oases
livability. Places like New York City are argudraw neighbors together and reconnect people with natural cycles. Children learn that
food is something one can grow, not just buy.
ably the furthest along in crucial aspects of smart
growth, given their high density and widespread
use of mass transit (see Figure 2.21B). However,
the high cost of living in these places can reduce their livability.
to redevelop for other uses. Also left behind in the inner cities
It may be a while before smart growth and livability make much
are the least-skilled and least-educated citizens, many of whom
of an impact in some of North America’s fastest-growing large cities,
were drawn in generations ago by the promise of jobs that have
such as Dallas, Atlanta, and Phoenix, where in recent years vast,
since moved out to the suburbs or overseas. Often the majority
car-dependent suburbs have spread out over enormous areas. Not
population in these inner cities is a mixture of African Americans,
surprisingly, none of these cities ranks high on livability indexes. Car
Asians, Latinos, and new immigrants. Some are relatively affluent
dependence and rapid growth have brought Atlanta massive traffic
and are leading efforts to renew old city centers. Others are in
jams and some of the worst air quality in the United States (see
great need of the very services—health care, schools, and social
Figure 2.21D). Livability in the Las Vegas metro
support (including churches, synagogues, and
area is reduced by poor air and water quality as brownfields old industrial sites whose
mosques)—that have moved to the suburbs.
well as high crime rates (see Figure 2.21C).
The new emphasis on smart growth and
degraded conditions pose obstacles to
Inner-city decay is another impact of sprawl redevelopment
livability has also reinforced the gentrification of
on livability. This is especially true in the gentrification the renovation of old urban
old, urban residential districts. As affluent people
United States, where many inner cities are dot- districts by affluent investment, a process that
invest substantial sums of money in renovating
ted with large tracts of abandoned former indus- often displaces poorer residents
old houses and apartments, poor inner-city resi© W. H. Freeman 2014. No unauthorized
reproduction
trial land and neighborhoods debilitated by
dents can be displaced in the process. The effect
persistent poverty and loss of jobs. Old industrial sites that once
of gentrification on the displaced poor appears to be somewhat
held factories or rail yards are called brownfields. Because they are
less harsh in Canada than in the United States, primarily because
often contaminated with chemicals and covered with obsolete
Canada’s stronger social safety net better ensures social services,
structures, blacktop, and concrete, they can be very expensive
housing, and help with housing maintenance. Some U.S. cities

FIGURE 2.22 Urban sprawl in Phoenix, Arizona.
Urban area, 1912
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Emory Kristof/National Geographic/Getty Images
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(A) Phoenix grew rapidly between 1950 and 2000,
resulting in a demand for housing. The photo is of Sun
City, a new, car-oriented suburb designed for senior
citizens, located about 30 miles from Phoenix’s center.
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(B) This map shows the original urban settlement and how it has grown from 1912 to
the present. A preference for single-family homes means that the city is sprawling into
the surrounding desert rather than expanding vertically into high-rise apartments.
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FIGURE 2.23 LOCAL LIVES

A Labrador retrievers are the
most popular breed of dog in
North America. Fishers on the
island of Newfoundland, part of
Canada’s province of Newfoundland
and Labrador, bred these dogs to
retrieve fishing nets, which accounts
for the breed’s webbed paws and
love of water. [Education Images/UIG

Preston C. Mack/Getty Images

People and Animals in North America

via Getty Images]

FIGURE 2.24 New Urbanism.

Celebration, Florida, built
in the 1990s, was designed to resemble older cities such as Charleston,
South Carolina; New Orleans, Louisiana; Alexandria, Virginia; and
Vicksburg, Mississippi.

THINGS TO REMEMBER
B The ancestors of the Maine
coon cat, one of the largest of
the popular domestic cat breeds,
were developed to control rodent
populations aboard ships trading
along the shore of Maine and other
parts of the Atlantic coast of North
America. [Kasia Wandycz/Paris Match

❯ GEOGRAPHIC

© W. H. Freeman 2014. No
via Getty Images]

• Urbanization A dramatic change in the spatial
patterns of cities and suburbs has profoundly
affected
life
in
this
very
region. Since World War II, North
unauthorizedurbanized
reproduction
America’s urban populations have increased by about 150 percent, but
the amount of land they occupy has increased by almost 300 percent.
This is primarily because of suburbanization and urban sprawl, which are
companion processes to urbanization.
INSIGHT 4

• After World War II, suburban growth dramatically accelerated as cars
became affordable to more people.
• Urban sprawl drives farmers from land that is located close to urban
areas, because farmland on the urban fringe is very attractive to real
estate developers.
• The term smart growth has been coined for a range of policies aimed
at stopping sprawl by making existing urban areas more “livable.”
• One of the major impacts of urban sprawl, especially in the United
States, is inner-city decay. Many inner cities are dotted with large tracts
of abandoned former industrial land and have neighborhoods that are
debilitated by persistent poverty and job loss. ■

C Alaskan Malamutes pull a sled,
which is the job that they were bred
for by the Kuuvangmiut (formerly
known as the Mahlemut) Inuit tribe
of northwestern Alaska. Their large
size and heavy build makes them
ideal for pulling heavily loaded sleds.

POPULATION AND GENDER

[Yuri Yuriev/AFP/Getty Images]

❯

(such as Knoxville, Tennessee; Portland, Oregon; and Charlotte,
North Carolina) have initiated New Urbanism projects to rehouse
inner-city residents in pleasant, newly built, walkable urban neighborhoods with conveniently located services (Figure 2.24).

GEOGRAPHIC INSIGHT 5
Population and Gender: Women’s participation in North
America’s economy is beginning to rival that of men, contributing to
more than two centuries of declining fertility rates as women delay
childbearing to pursue education and careers. Declining childbirth
rates play a major role in the aging of North American populations,
which may slow economic growth.

c02NorthAmerica.indd Page 95 23/05/14 12:59 PM user

/206/WHF00249/work/indd/ch02

Population and Gender

Gender and Fertility
North America is well along the demographic transition, with the
number of children the average woman will have in her lifetime
(also known as the fertility rate) declining since the early 1800s.
This has happened in response to a number of factors: increasing
economic development, improved health care, urbanization, and
more women participating in the workforce.
All of these factors are connected in how they influence fertility. For example, social scientists have documented that increasing economic development is associated with decreased fertility.
It is also usually associated with more women participating in
the workforce, higher rates of urbanization, and improved health
care. Similarly, urbanization is also associated with more women
in the workforce, as families that move to the city are more likely
to need the cash income that an adult woman who works outside
the home can provide. This in turn is associated with lower fertility because women who have careers tend to delay childbearing.
With regard to health care, improvements in the quality of health
care and better access to medical professionals and medicines
tend to lower the fertility rate as families choose to have fewer
children because more will survive into adulthood. This choice
is made easier with better access to birth control. All of these factors have come together to influence both gender and fertility in
North America.
By the early 1800s, small numbers of North American women
were starting to work in urban factories, where they had better
access to health care. As more women chose this path, the fertility
rate fell steadily from©
a high
7 births
per woman2014.
in 1800 toNo
3
W.ofH.
Freeman
births per woman in the 1920s. After the rapid rise in fertility following World War II, there was a sharp fertility decline as North
American women worked more and gained access to birth control
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via “the pill,” which became widespread in the 1960s. Since a low
in the 1970s, North American fertility rates have remained more
or less flat, at a level just below replacement level, contributing to
an overall aging of populations.

Aging in North America
During the twentieth century, the number of older North
Americans grew rapidly. In 1900, one in 25 individuals was over
the age of 65; by 2010, the number was 1 in 8. By 2050, when
most of the current readers of this book will be over 50, it is likely
that 1 in 5 North Americans will be elderly.
What Causes a Population to Age? This aging of the region’s
population relates both to longer life expectancy, which increases
the number of older people, and to a declining fertility rate,
which decreases the number of younger people (Figure 2.25).
While life expectancy increased steadily throughout the twentieth century, fertility rates declined significantly after the 1960s,
when more women chose to obtain more education and pursue
careers, resulting in their having fewer children.
The number of North Americans over the age of 65 is already
high by global standards and will increase dramatically over
the next 20 years. This will result from the combination of the
marked jump in birth rate that took place after World War II during the baby boom of 1947 to 1964, and the ensuing drop in birth
rate that occurred after 1965, as women had fewer children. The
baby boomers constitute the largest age group in North America.

unauthorized reproduction

Dilemmas of Aging Aging populations in developed countries
like Canada and the United States present us with unfamiliar and
as-yet unresolved dilemmas. On the one hand, it is widely agreed
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FIGURE 2.25 Population pyramids for the United States and Canada, 2012.
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The “baby
boomers,” born between 1947 and 1964, constitute the largest age group in North America, as indicated by the wider
middle portion of these population pyramids. [Source consulted: International Data Base, U.S. Census Bureau, at http://www.
census.gov/population/international/data/idb/infromationGateway.php]
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that globally, population growth should be reduced to lessen the
environmental impact of human life on Earth, especially in those
societies (such as in North America) that consume the most. On
the other hand, slower population growth means that there will
be fewer working-age people to keep the economy going and to
provide the financial and physical help the increasing number of
elderly people will require.
Given that the population is aging, should retirement ages be
extended from 65 to perhaps 75? Might this deprive young people of
access to jobs? These worries have greatly preoccupied Europeans,
for whom retirement ages can be as low as 58 and whose populations
are aging faster than those of North America. Economists who have
studied this issue say that it clearly makes sense to extend the retirement age. First, this means those over 65 will remain self-supporting
longer; second, the talents and experience of these people will
remain in circulation; third, statistics across the developed countries
attest to the fact that high elderly employment rates are associated
with high youth employment, not unemployment. Working people
of any age spend their incomes and create jobs by so doing.
Eventually most elderly people will need special attention
of some sort. To avoid the social isolation that so many elderly
are already encountering, it will be necessary to develop affordable alternative living arrangements. Figure 2.26 shows how the
elderly of various ethnic groups in the United States are living
now. Notice how elderly women in all groups are the ones most
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likely to live alone. Although North Americans of all ages are
choosing to live alone more than they did in the past, this can
be problematic for the elderly as physical frailty increases and
incomes shrink. Day care and cohousing for the elderly, where
residents look after each other with the aid of a small staff, are two
affordable strategies to provide care and companionship.

Population Distribution
The population map of North America (Figure 2.27) shows the
uneven distribution of the more than 352 million people who live
here. Canadians make up just under one-tenth (35.3 million) of
North America’s population. They live primarily in southeastern
Canada, close to the border with the United States. The population of the United States is over 317 million, with many people
moving from the old economic core into other regions of the
country that are now growing much faster. Just how this trend will
play out, however, is uncertain. The U.S. Census Bureau predicts
that the Northeast and Middle West will grow more slowly than
the South and West. Canada’s national statistics agency predicts a
similar pattern of western and southward movement of population.
The Geography of Population Change in North America
Every year, almost one-fifth of the U.S. population and two-fifths
of Canada’s population relocate. Some people are changing jobs
and moving to cities; others are attending school,
retiring to a warmer climate or a smaller city or
town; and others are merely moving across town
15
unauthorized
reproduction
or to the
suburbs or the countryside. Still other
26
people
are
arriving from outside the region as
3
immigrants.
17
In many farm towns and rural areas in
2
the Middle West, or Midwest (the large central
farming region of North America), popula33
tions are shrinking. As family farms are consolidated under corporate ownership, labor needs
are decreasing and young people are choosing better-paying careers in cities. Midwestern
65
cities are growing only modestly but are
becoming more ethnically diverse, with rising
39
populations of Latinos and Asians in places
such as Indianapolis, St. Louis, and Chicago.
52. LATINO POLITICAL POWER

Men Women
Total
Men Women

Men Women
Non-Latino
white only
With spouse
With other relatives
With nonrelatives

Men Women
Black only

Men Women
Asian only

Men Women
Latino
(of any race)

Percentage of
people over
65 by state
15.0–16.8
12.4–14.9
10.0–12.3
6.8–9.9

Alone

FIGURE 2.26 Living arrangements of U.S. people age 65 and
over by sex, race, and ethnicity, 2007.

In the western mountainous interior, traditionally settlement has been light (see Figure
2.27). The principal reasons for this low density
are rugged topography and lack of rain, and
in northern or high-altitude zones, a growing
season that is too short to sustain agriculture.
There are some population clusters in irrigated
agricultural areas, such as in the Utah Valley,
near rich mineral deposits or resort areas. The
gambling economy and frenetic construction
activity generated by real estate speculation
account for several knots of dense population at the southern end of the region. Until
the recession beginning in 2007, Las Vegas,
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FIGURE 2.27 Population density in North America.
Nevada, was the fastest-growing large city in the United States (see
and includes Los Angeles, San Francisco, Portland, and Seattle.
Figure 2.21C). But by mid-2009, approximately 67,000 homes
These are all port cities engaged in trade around the Pacific Rim (all
in Las Vegas were in foreclosure, tourist arrivthe countries that border the Pacific Ocean).
als were sharply down, and hotel construction Pacific Rim a term that refers to all the
Over the past several decades, these North
projects were abruptly halted, with crane jibs countries that border the Pacific Ocean
American cities have become centers of technoleft dangling in the air. In 2013, the situation
logical innovation.
had improved only slightly, with Nevada still having the secondThe rate of natural increase in North America (0.5 percent
highest rate of homes in foreclosure in the entire United States
per year) is low, less than half the rate of the rest of the Americas
(Florida was first).
(1.2 percent). Still, North Americans are adding to their numbers
Along the Pacific coast, a band of growing population centers
fast enough through births and immigration that the population
stretches north from San Diego to Vancouver (see Figure 2.21A)
could reach more than 422 million by 2050.
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THINGS TO REMEMBER
❯ GEOGRAPHIC

• Population and Gender Women’s participation in North America’s economy is beginning to
rival that of men, contributing to more than two centuries of declining
fertility rates as women delay childbearing to pursue education and
careers. Declining childbirth rates play a major role in the aging of North
American populations, which may slow economic growth.
INSIGHT 5

• North America’s population is rapidly aging, and by 2050, one in five
people will be over the age of 65. There will be fewer young people to
work, pay taxes, and take care of the elderly.
• The population of North America is changing in distribution and
becoming more diverse.
• North Americans are highly mobile. Every year, for a variety of reasons,
almost one-fifth of the U.S. population and two-fifths of the Canadian
population move to a different location. ■

parts of Asia promise to make North America a region where people of non-European or mixed descent will become the majority
(Figure 2.28). Most major North American cities are already
characterized by ethnic diversity, and in some, recent immigration has led to near majorities of foreign-born residents. Houston,
Texas, for example, was the most ethnically diverse metropolitan
area in the United States in 2010, with 40 percent of the population
Caucasian, 36.7 percent Latino, 16.8 percent African American,
and 6.5 percent Asian.
50. IMMIGRATION AND POPULATION REPORT
In the United States, the spatial pattern of immigration is
also changing. For decades, immigrants settled mainly in coastal
or border states such as New York, Florida, Texas, or California.
However, since about 1990, immigrants have been increasingly
settling in interior states such as Illinois, Colorado, Nevada, and
Utah (see Figure 2.28). The influence of immigrants can also be seen push factors factors that get people
to consider the drastic move of leaving
in many aspects of life in North family and friends and a familiar place to
America, including the popularity of strike out into the unknown, with what
are usually unknown resources
ethnic cuisines (Figure 2.29).

SOCIOCULTURAL ISSUES
North America is increasingly diverse, with new immigrants
from across the globe adding to a dominant culture that has
European roots.

Immigration and Diversity
Immigration has played a central role in populating both the
United States and Canada.
in North2014.
America No
© W.Most
H. people
Freeman
descend from European immigrants, but there are many who have
roots in Africa, Asia, Middle and South America, and Oceania.
New waves of migration from Middle and South America and

Why Do People Decide to Immigrate to North America?
The decision to leave one’s homeland is usually not an easy one.
There are almost always push factors that cause people to consider the drastic move of leaving family and friends and familiar
places to strike out into the unknown, with what are usually
limited resources. These push factors can be civil or political
unrest, or some kind of discrimination, but most often the lack
of economic opportunity and the curbs on upward mobility
unauthorized reproduction
that cause people to overcome the natural resistance to leaving
home. Recently, the forces of globalization have often been the
root causes of these push factors. For example, when NAFTA

FIGURE 2.28 Percent of total foreign-born people within each state in (A) 2000 and
(B) 2010. [Sources consulted: “Percent of People Who Are Foreign Born—United States—Places by State; for
Puerto Rico Universe: Total Population, 2010 American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates,” American FactFinder,
U.S. Census Bureau, at http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_10_1YR_
GCT0501.US13PR&prodType=table]
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(A) Percentage of foreign-born of total population within each
state in 2000.

Percent
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10.4–16.6
16.7–27.2

(B) Percentage of foreign-born of total population within each
state in 2010.
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Foodways in North America
A Pork ribs are smoked and slow
cooked in the “pit” at Spoon’s
Barbecue in Charlotte, North
Carolina. Originally, Native Americans
would first dig a pit or trench and fill
it with burning coals or hot rocks.
They would place meat on top and
either slow cook it in the open at a
low temperature for several hours or
cover the entire pit and let it cook for
a day or more. Most barbeque is now
cooked in a metal smoker, still called a
pit, which is often attached to a trailer
so that it can be brought to special
events. [Scott Olson/Getty Images]
B Poutine, a French Canadian dish,
now hugely popular throughout
Canada, consists of French fries
served with cheese curds (a tasty byproduct of cheese making), covered in
gravy. One story holds that a take-out
customer of Fernand LaChance’s
restaurant in Warwick, Québec, in the
1950s, asked for the combination, to
which the owner responded “Ça va
faire une maudite poutine!” (“That’s
going to make a cursed mess!”), thus
giving the dish its name. The gravy was
later added to keep the fries warm.

© W. H. Freeman 2014. No
[Christinne Muschi/Toronto Star via Getty
Images]

C New England–style clam chowder
served in a sourdough bread bowl
is a classic San Francisco dish that
springs from two American traditions.
New England clam chowder was
developed by fishers and consists of
clams and other seafood, potatoes,
and seasonings, cooked in a broth
to which hard “sea biscuits” were
mixed to thicken the chowder. In San
Francisco, sourdough bread came
via pioneer families and was later
popularized by French bakers. It has a
particularly sour, tangy flavor that may
be the result of the climate of the San
Francisco Bay Area. [Andrew McKinney/
Dorling Kindersley/Getty Images]

encouraged large U.S. agribusinesses to relocate to Mexico to
grow corn on a massive scale, small Mexican corn farmers were
dislodged from land they had traditionally worked; others found
they could not compete on price and had to give up farming.
Yet all these farmers had families to feed and educate, so often
fathers and their brothers and sons migrated north in search
of work. In Texas, California, or Tennessee, they worked in
construction or as field laborers, lived frugally, and sent most
of their earnings home. Some entered the United States legally,
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but many—because of the complexities and costs of getting
papers to immigrate—entered illegally. Legal U.S. immigration
visas are available in far fewer numbers than both the potential
immigrants and the jobs available for them to fill.
Do New Immigrants Cost U.S. Taxpayers Too Much Money?
Many North Americans are concerned that immigrants burden
schools, hospitals, and government services. And yet numerous
studies have shown that, over the long run, immigrants contribute
more to the U.S. economy than they cost. Legal immigrants have
passed an exhaustive screening process that assures they will be
self-supporting. As a result, most start to work and pay taxes within
a week or two of their arrival in the country. Those immigrants,
who draw on taxpayer-funded services such as welfare, tend to be
legal refugees fleeing a major crisis in their homeland; they are
dependent only in the first few years after they arrive. More than
one-third of immigrant families are firmly within the middle class,
with incomes of $45,000 or more. Even undocumented (illegal)
immigrants play important roles as payers of payroll taxes, sales
taxes, and indirect property taxes through rent. Because they fear
deportation, illegal immigrants are also the least likely to take
advantage of taxpayer-funded social services.
On average, immigrants are healthier and live longer than
native U.S. residents, according to a 2004 study by the National
Institutes of Health (NIH). They therefore represent less drain
on the health care and social service systems than do native residents. The NIH attributes this difference to a stronger work ethic,
a healthier lifestyle that
includes more daily physical activity, and
unauthorized
reproduction
the more nutritious eating patterns of new residents compared to
those of U.S. society at large. Unfortunately, these healthy practices tend to diminish the longer immigrants are in the country,
and the more healthy status does not carry over to immigrants’
children, who are nearly as likely to suffer from obesity as nativeborn children.
Do Immigrants Take Jobs Away from U.S. Citizens? The least
educated, least skilled American workers are the most likely to
end up competing with immigrants for jobs. In a local area, a
large pool of immigrant labor can drive down wages in fields like
roofing, landscaping, and general construction. Immigrants with
little education now fill many of the very lowest-paid service,
construction, and agricultural jobs.
It is often argued that U.S. citizens have rejected these jobs
because of their low pay, which results in immigrants being needed to fill the jobs. Others say that these jobs might pay more and
thus be more attractive to U.S. citizens if there were not a large
pool of immigrants ready to do the work for less pay. Research
has failed to clarify the issue. Some studies show that immigrants
have driven down wages by 7.4 percent for U.S. natives without
a high school diploma. However, other studies show no drop in
wages at all. Employers across the country speak of the superior
work ethic of immigrants, especially in the construction industry,
which makes them happy to pay these workers decent wages.
Professionals in the United States occasionally compete
with highly trained immigrants for jobs, but such competition
is usually in occupations where there is a scarcity of native-born
people who are trained to fill these positions (Figure 2.30).
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immigrant population currently in the United States range from
7 to 20 million, reports in 2012 indicated that migration—legal
and illegal—was down to less than half that of previous years.
Undocumented immigrants tend to lack skills, and they are
not screened for criminal background, as are all legal immigrants.
However, research also shows that undocumented immigrants are
not only less likely to partake of social services, but also less likely to
participate in criminal behavior than the general population, with
only tiny percentages of them having committed offenses. Further
analysis of the 2010 census will help researchers formulate factually based conclusions about the effects of illegal immigration.
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FIGURE 2.30 Nativity and field of study among
those 25 and older with a science or engineering
degree, 2010. [Source consulted: Christine Gambino and Thomas Gryn,

Research shows that the decision to migrate without legal
documentation is a very difficult one, undertaken because of
severely limited economic, educational, and social opportunities
at home. Few Americans are aware that children of all ages get
caught up in these migration patterns, and their migratory experiences remain largely unrecorded. Despite tougher border security
and declining adult immigration nationally and internationally,
the numbers of unaccompanied children stopped at the border
continually increase, illustrating yet one more of the complexities
of immigration.

E

very youth who arrives at the border detention shelter in
Arizona writes a life story in a creative writing class. A 14-yearold indigenous girl from Honduras started hers: “At 10 years old,
my papa started to tell me the good things and the bad things.”
The next day the teacher asked what this meant. After sitting in
silence for 30 minutes, the girl wrote: “While my father is a good
man, he did not always do good things. Some of these things
created a bad situation for me.” Afraid to tell her mom, she called
her brothers to help her escape.
Three years before, at the peak of the global recession, her
then-teenage brothers, unable to find work in their rural area,
decided to take the month-long journey to the United States by
jumping trains through Mexico and then walking for days across
the mountainous and arid terrain of Texas. Once out of Texas, they
found migrant farm work in Southern states. The brothers were
working in Florida when they spoke to their sister on the phone.
Within days, the brothers sent their sister all of their
savings—$8000—and arranged for a coyote to accompany the girl
to the United States. As an unaccompanied and attractive female,
she was more vulnerable to exploitation, abuse, and sex trafficking.
Like most detained in the border shelter, she is unwilling to discuss
what happened on her journey, describing it as “the necessary suffering to become someone.” Luckily, she made it without falling
victim to drug trafficking and fatal gang violence along the border.
In the 2 months it took her to arrive, she lost contact with
her brothers. Lacking family contacts and money, her deportation
is likely. Her biggest desire is “to work hard and give the money
back to my brothers.” [Source: Material for this vignette was pieced
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“The Foreign Born with Science and Engineering Degrees: 2010,” American
Community Survey Briefs, Figure 2, p. 3, U.S. Census Bureau, November 2011,
at http://www.census.gov/prod/2011pubs/acsbr10-06.pdf]

The computer engineering industry, for example, regularly
recruits abroad in such places as India, where there is a surplus
of highly trained workers. In this case, it is unclear whether these
skilled immigrants are driving down wages. Until the recession
caused jobs to be eliminated, it was quite clear that there were
not enough sufficiently trained Americans to fill the available
positions. In fact, India’s growth in IT jobs and related services
has been so impressive that many who came to North America to
work in these jobs have elected to go back to India to work in the
burgeoning IT industry in India, a development that has not been
welcomed by their American employers.
253. SKILLED FOREIGN
WORKERS IN U.S. MAY HAVE TO LEAVE

Are Too Many Immigrants Being Admitted to the United
States? Many people are concerned that immigrants are coming
in such large numbers that they will strain resources here. There
is some validity to this. Immigrants and their children accounted
for 78 percent of the U.S. population growth in the 1990s. At the
current rate of entry, by the year 2050, the U.S. population would
reach 422.6 million (down 20 million from estimates in 2008),
with immigration accounting for the majority of the increase.
But one of the problems with making these projections is that no
one really knows how much undocumented (illegal) immigration
there is. Most research indicates that it has reached unprecedented
levels over the past 30 years, possibly exceeding legal immigration rates since the mid-1990s. While estimates of the illegal

together by Lydia Pulsipher in April 2012 from personal correspondence with
Elizabeth Kennedy and Stuart Aitken, geographers who participate in the ISYS
Unaccompanied Minors project.] ■
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Festivals in North America

A Mardi Gras Indian Chief Golden
Comanche leads a procession
through a neighborhood in New
Orleans, Louisiana. Mardi Gras,
which means “Fat Tuesday,” marks
the last day before the start of
Lent, a 40-day period of fasting
and abstinence in Christianity that
precedes Easter. Mardi Gras Indians
originated as a tribute to Native
American communities that had
harbored runaway African American
slaves. [Mario Tama/Getty Images]

B A temporary sculpture at
Burning Man, a weeklong “art
event and transitory community
based on radical self-expression
and self-reliance.” Begun in 1986
as a bonfire on the beach in San
Francisco, Burning Man is guided by
principles of inclusive participation,
anticommercialism, and the goal of
not leaving any physical trace of the
festival after it happens each year.

© W. H. Freeman 2014. No
[David McNew/Newsmakers/Getty
Images]

C Bull riding is an event at the
Calgary Stampede, a 10-day rodeo,
exhibition, and festival that was
started in 1886 to help draw settlers
from the east. Billed as the “Greatest
Outdoor Show on Earth,” the
Stampede draws more than a million
people each year. The highlight of
today’s Stampede is its rodeo, which
offers more prize money than any
other. [Photo by Todd Korol/Sports
Illustrated/Getty Images]

Race and Ethnicity in North America
Despite strong scientific evidence to the contrary, people across
the world still perceive skin color and other visible anatomical
features to be significant markers of intelligence and ability. This
racialized view of skin color is partially a remnant of European
colonialism, which was based on assigning some to a perpetually
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low status while giving others privilege. As discussed previously
(see Chapter 1, page 53), the science of biology tells us there is
no scientific validity to such assumptions and practices. The same
is true for ethnicity, which is the cultural counterpart to race, in
that people may ascribe overwhelming (and unwarranted) significance to cultural characteristics such as religion, family structure,
or gender customs. Thus, race and ethnicity are very important
sociocultural factors not because they have to be, but because
people make them so.
Extending Equal Opportunity Numerous surveys show that a
large majority of Americans of all backgrounds favor equal opportunities for minority groups. Nonetheless, in both the United
States and Canada, many middle-class African Americans, Native
Americans, and Latinos (and to a lesser extent, Asian Americans)
report experiencing both overt and covert discrimination that
affects them economically as well as socially and psychologically.
And indeed, even a cursory examination of statistics on access to
health care, education, and financial services shows that, on average, Americans have quite unequal experiences based on their
racial and ethnic characteristics.
Diversity is increasing across North America as is the acceptance of diversity. Take, for example, the enthusiasm with which
various cultural festivals are attended by Americans regardless of
their ethnic heritage (Figure 2.31). Still, the issue of race remains
important in both the United States and Canada, where whiteness
is considered the norm and African Americans, Native Americans
and First Nations people, and Latinos often find themselves seen
unauthorized
as exceptions to the reproduction
norm. Prejudice
ethnicity the quality of belonging to a
has clearly hampered the ability of particular culture group
these three groups to reach social and
economic equality with Americans of other ethnic backgrounds.
In the United States—and to a considerably lesser degree in
Canada—despite the removal of legal barriers to equality, these
groups (with the notable exception of Asians) still have higher
poverty rates and thus lower life expectancies, higher infant
mortality rates, lower levels of academic achievement, and more
unemployment than other groups.
Figure 2.32 shows the changes in the ethnic composition
of the North American population from 1950 to 2010, and the
projected changes for 2050. In 2001, Latinos overtook African
Americans as the largest minority group in the United States.
Because of a higher birth rate and a high immigration rate, the
Latino population increased by 58 percent in the 1990s, to 14.7
percent of the total population by 2010. By 2010, Asian Americans
made up just 5 percent of the U.S. population, but their numbers
increased by 80 percent between 1990 and 2010. Of the foreignborn population in Canada in 1981, Asians made up 14.1 percent
and those of European birth, 66.7 percent. Asians appear to be
the fastest-growing nonnative-born group in both countries. It is
estimated that if present trends continue, Asians will comprise 55
percent of North Americans born abroad by 2031.
Income Discrepancies Over the past few decades, many non–
Euro-Americans and those of mixed heritage have joined the
middle class, achieving success in the highest ranks of government
and business. In particular, African Americans have completed
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U.S. Population by Race and Ethnicity, 1950, 2010, and 2050 (projected)
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FIGURE 2.32 The changing ethnic composition in the United States and Canada, 1950,
2010, and 2050 (projected). As the percentage of ethnic minorities increases in the United States, the
percentage of whites decreases. By 2050, if present reproductive trends continue, whites will constitute only slightly
more than half of the population. [Sources consulted: Jorge del Pinal and Audrey Singer, “Generations of Diversity: Latinos in the
United States,” Population Bulletin 52 (October 1997): 14; U.S. Census Bureau, “Race by Sex, for the United States, Urban and Rural,
1950, and for the United States, 1850 to 1940,” Census of Population, 1950, Volume 2, Part 1, United States Summary, Table 36, 1953,
at http://www2.census.gov/prod2/decennial/documents/21983999v2p1ch3.pdf; http://2010.census.gov/news/releases/operations/cb11cn125.html; http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2006/dp-pd/tbt/Rp-eng.cfm?LANG=E&APATH=3&DETAIL=0&DIM=0&FL=
A&FREE=0&GC=0&GID=0&GK=0&GRP=1&IPD=92342&PRID=0&PTYPE=88971,97154&S=0&SHOWALL=0&SUB=0&Temporal=2006&
THEME=80&VID=0&VNAMEE=&NAMEF=]

advanced degrees in large numbers, and more than one-third
now live in the suburbs. Yet, as overall groups, African Americans,
Latinos, and Native Americans remain the country’s poorest and
© W.2.33
H.). Freeman 2014. No
least educated people (Figure
The Culture of Poverty Is anything other than prejudice holding
back some in these ethnic minority groups? Some social scientists
suggest that persistently disadvantaged Americans of all ethnic
backgrounds may suffer from a culture of poverty, meaning that
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FIGURE 2.33 Median household income by race
and ethnicity, in U.S.$, 2000–2010. [Source consulted: “What
Happened to Incomes in 2010? Analysis of Income Estimates for 2010,”
Diagram 1, National Urban League Policy Institute, September 15, 2011, at
http://www.nul.org/sites/default/files/Income_2010_CPS.pdf]

poverty itself forces coping strategies that are counterproductive
to social advancement. Plans to get higher education, for example, must be abandoned because of lack of funds. This and low
unauthorized
reproduction
social
status have bred the
perception among the poor that there is
no hope for those trapped in the culture of poverty and therefore
no point in trying to succeed. This perception is perpetuated and
even exaggerated by a daily existence on the fringes of American
mainstream life. The reality is that these poorest people rarely
encounter examples of success, and they have few opportunities
to complete a collegiate education, be hired into jobs with livable
wages, or find a decent dwelling.
One component in the culture of poverty is the growing numbers of low-income, single-parent families. In 2005, only 23 percent
of Euro-American children and 17 percent of Asian American
children lived in single-parent families, while 65 percent of African
Americans, 49 percent of Native Americans, and 36 percent of
Latinos did. The reasons for these stark differences are often systemic.
For example, many U.S. states prohibit or severely limit the amount
of income support allowed to intact families who fall on hard
times. In these states, it is easier to qualify for welfare if the family is
missing one parent. Fathers who lose their jobs may simply absent
themselves so the mothers can qualify for assistance. In these situations, children usually stay with their mothers, and fathers often are
no longer active in their support and upbringing. This perpetuates
the idea that males are not active, participating family members.
The assistance packages always fall far short of meeting actual
needs, and the enormous responsibilities of both child rearing and
breadwinning are often left in the hands of undereducated young
mothers who, being in need themselves, are unable to help their
children advance.
Another particularly geographic aspect of the culture of
poverty is that it is part of a larger problem of economic and
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social spatial segregation based on class.
In both the United States and Canada,
the increasingly prosperous middle class,
of whatever race or ethnicity, has moved
to the suburbs—even to gated residential
enclaves. Their children seldom encounter children from poorer families. Those
who are successful have difficulty developing empathy for the poor because they
do not know any poor people; in turn, the
very poor rarely have the chance to associate with models of economic success.

Religion

103

ON THE BRIGHT SIDE
More Discussion of Race and Racism
In 2008 and again in 2012, the United States made history by electing its first African American
president. Some commentators mistakenly heralded this as the end of racism and of the need to
even talk about race. As if to prove them wrong, an avalanche of racially charged stories entered the
news cycle of the mainstream national media. For example, in 2012 national news media focused on
the shooting of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed black teenager, by George Zimmerman, a neighborhood
watch coordinator in the gated community near Orlando, Florida, where Martin was living temporarily. Coverage of these stories produced an outpouring of discussion, protests, and other actions
aimed at raising awareness of race in the United States.
Lost in much of the discussion was the fact that shootings like this, even though they are quite
common, have historically rarely made even the local news, much less the national news. Currently,
most major U.S. national news outlets feature an entire section on “race and ethnicity,” at least in
their online offerings, which was entirely absent just a few years ago. It may be a long time before
any person’s or organization’s claims to be “beyond race” ring true in the United States, but at least
the subject is receiving more attention and being more openly discussed.

Because so many early immigrants to
North America were Christian in their
home countries, Christianity is currently the predominant relipast three decades, however, many conservative Christians have
gious affiliation in North America. In surveys taken in 2012,
successfully pushed for a closer integration of religion and public
seventy-three percent of those living in the United States idenlife. Their political goals include banning abortion, promoting
tified themselves as Christian, as did 67 percent of those in
prayer in the public schools, teaching the biblical version of
Canada. In the United States, most Christians are Protestants; in
creation instead of teaching evolution, and preventing gays and
Canada, most are Catholic. Despite the numerical dominance
lesbians from participating openly in the public sphere and marof Christianity, about 15 percent of people in both countries
rying each other.
reported no religious affiliation. This group includes atheists,
New immigrants have brought their own faiths and belief
agnostics, and the majority who simply claim no religion by
systems, and they are contributing to the debate about religion
choice. Minority religions are growing in both countries. Virtually
and public life. Muslims, as yet a tiny minority, have had
every medium-sized city across the region has at least one synatrouble gaining the same rights as other religious minorities,
W. H.
Freeman
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gogue, mosque, and ©
Buddhist
or Hindu
temple. In2014.
some localisuch as Buddhists or
Jews. Some immigrants leave their traties, adherents of Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, or
ditional faith and adopt another. Such is the
Buddhism are numerous enough to constitute a nuclear family a family consisting of a
case with the 15 percent of Latino immigrants
married father and mother and their children
prominent cultural influence (see, for example,
to the United States who have left the Roman
California and Ontario in Figure 2.34).
Catholic faith, either while still in their home country or after
immigrating, and are now evangelical Christians. In Canada,
The Geography of Christian Subgroups There are many verCatholicism is growing.
sions of Christianity in North America, and their geographic
National surveys have consistently indicated that a substandistributions are closely linked to the settlement patterns of the
tial majority of North Americans favor the separation of church
immigrants who brought them here (see Figure 2.34). Roman
and state and support personal choice in belief and behavior.
Catholicism dominates in regions where Latino, French, Irish,
and Italian people have settled—in southern Louisiana, the
The American Family
Southwest, and the far Northeast in the United States, and in
The family is often seen as endangered by North America’s fastQuébec and other parts of Canada. Lutheranism is dominant
changing culture. A century ago, most North Americans lived in
where Scandinavian people have settled, primarily in Minnesota
large extended families of several generations. Families pooled
and the eastern Dakotas. Mormons dominate in Utah.
their incomes and shared chores. Aunts, uncles, cousins, siblings,
Baptists, particularly Southern Baptists and other evangelical
and grandparents were almost as likely to provide daily care for
Christians, are prominent in the “Bible Belt,” which stretches
a child as were the mother and father. Though it has long been
across the Southeast from Texas and Oklahoma to the Eastern
present in society, the nuclear family, consisting of a married father
Seaboard. Evangelical Christianity is such an important part of
and mother and their children, became especially widespread in
community life in the South that frequently the first question
the post-1900 industrial age.
newcomers to the region are asked is what church they attend.
The Relationship of Religion and Politics Just how interactive
religion and politics should be in North American life has long
been a controversial issue in the United States, more so than in
Canada. This is true in large part because the framers of the U.S.
Constitution, in an effort to ensure religious freedom, supported
the idea that church and state should remain separate. In the

The Nuclear Family Becomes a Shaky Norm Beginning after
World War I, and especially after World War II, many young people left their large kin groups on the farm and migrated to distant
cities, where they established new nuclear families. Soon suburbia,
with its many similar single-family homes, seemed to provide the
perfect domestic space for the emerging nuclear family.
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FIGURE 2.34 Religious affiliations across North America.
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Arthur Getis, and Judith Getis, Human Geography (Dubuque, IA: Brown & Benchmark, 1997), p. 164]

This compact family type suited industry and business
because it had no firm ties to other relatives and so was portable.
Many North Americans born since 1950 moved as many as ten
times before reaching adulthood. The grandparents, aunts, and
uncles who were left behind missed helping raise the younger
generation and had no one to look after them in old age. This
separation of older from younger generations is one reason nursing homes for the elderly proliferated.
In the 1970s, the nuclear family encountered challenges
from many areas, including changing gender roles. Suburban
sprawl meant onerous commutes to jobs for men and long,
lonely days at home for women. Women began to want their own
careers, and rising consumption patterns made their incomes
increasingly useful to family economies. By the 1980s, seventy
percent of working-age women were in the paid workforce, compared with 30 percent of their mothers’ generation.
Once employed, however, a woman could not easily move
to a new job location if she had an upwardly mobile husband.
Also, working women could not manage all of the family’s
housework and child care, as well as a job. Some married men
began to handle part of the household management and child

care, but the demand for commercial child care grew sharply.
With family no longer around to strengthen the marital bond
and help with child care, and with the new possibility women
in unhappy marriages had of being able to financially support
themselves, divorce rates rose into the mid-1970s, while birth
rates fell. Those who married after 1975, however, have had a
slowly declining rate of divorce. This may be related to the growing number of couples with college educations, as this group is
less likely to divorce.
The Current Diversity of American Family Types There is no
longer a typical American household, only an increasing diversity
of household forms and ways of family life (Figure 2.35). In 1960,
the nuclear family—households consisting of heterosexually
married couples with children—comprised 74.3 percent of U.S.
households. This number declined to 56 percent by 1990 and
to 49.3 percent by 2010. Family households headed by a single
person (female or male) rose from 10.7 percent in 1960, to 15
percent in 1990, to 18 percent in 2010. Nonfamily households
(unrelated by blood or marriage) rose from 15 percent of the total
in 1960, to 29 percent in 1990, to nearly 34 percent in 2010.
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Sociocultural Issues

Children and Poverty in North America Single-parent families
tend to be hampered by economic hardship and lack of education
(Figure 2.36). Young women head the vast majority of singleparent households, and their incomes, on average, are less than
two-thirds those of single male heads of household. Low income
and low levels of education are closely linked, as Figure 2.36B
shows. One result of the pattern of single-parent households having lower education levels and incomes is that children in the
United States are disproportionately poor. In 2010 in the United
States, 22 percent of children aged 0 to 17 (16.4 million) lived in
poverty, whereas only 11.4 percent of adults did. In Canada, 14.2
percent of children were poor. By comparison, in Sweden, just
2.4 percent of children lived in poverty; in Ireland, 12.4 percent;
and in Poland, 12.7 percent.

Household Composition, 1990 versus 2010
Family
households
Married couple
families
Female householder,
no spouse present
Male householder,
no spouse present
Nonfamily
households
Female householder
Female living alone

Household type in 1990
Household type in 2010

Male householder
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FIGURE 2.35 U.S. households by type, 1990–2010.
[Source consulted: “Selected Population Profile in the United States: 2007–
2009 American Community Survey 3-Year Estimates,” American FactFinder,
U.S. Census Bureau, at http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/
pages/productview.xhtml?pid=ACS_09_3YR_S0201&prodType=table]
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new forms may not provide adequately for the welfare of children. In 2006, more than 29 percent of U.S. children lived in
single-parent households. Although most single parents are committed to rearing their children well, the responsibilities can be
overwhelming.
(A) Median U.S. Income by Type of Household, 2007
Family
households

$62,359

Married couple
families

$49,839

• Statistics on access to health care, education, and financial services by
race and ethnicity showreproduction
that, on average, Americans have quite uneven
unauthorized
experiences based on their racial and ethnic characteristics.
• There is no longer a typical American household, only an increasing
diversity of household forms.
• A large percentage of children in the United States live in poverty,
compared to other developed countries. ■
(B) Mean U.S. Income by Education, 2007
$21,484

High school graduate
(includes equivalency)

$31,286

Some college, no degree

$33,009

Associate degree

$33,370

Female householder

• A steady increase in migration from Middle and South America and
parts of Asia promises to make North America a region where most
people are of non-European descent.

Less than 9th grade

$72,785

Male householder

• North America has some of the world’s wealthiest cities, most of
which are in the eastern United States. Nearly 80 percent of North
Americans now live in metropolitan areas.

$39,746
$57,181

Bachelor’s degree

Nonfamily
households

$30,176
$36,767

Male householder

$120,978

Professional degree

$24,294

Female householder
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Master’s degree
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[Sources consulted: (A) U.S. Census Bureau, “Money Income of Households—Distribution by Income Level and Selected Characteristics: 2007,”
Income, Expenditures, Poverty, & Wealth: Household Income, Table 676, 2010, at http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/cats/income_
expenditures_poverty_wealth/household_income.html; (B) U.S. Census Bureau, “Mean Earnings by Highest Degree Earned: 2007,” Education:
Educational Attainment, Table 227, 2010, at http://www.census.gov/compendia/statb/cats/education/educational_attainment.html]
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FIGURE 2.36 Median U.S. income by (A) type of household and (B) level of education, 2007.
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North America

GEOGRAPHIC INSIGHTS

North America: Review and Self-Test
1. Environment: North America’s intensive use of resources has an
enormous impact on the environment. Although home to only 5 percent
of the world’s population, North America produces 26 percent of the
greenhouse gases released globally that are related to human activity.
North American lifestyles have major environmental impacts, including the depletion and pollution of water resources and fisheries and the
destruction of huge amounts of habitat for wild plants and animals.

• What role does the urge to spread democracy play in the foreign
policy of North America?
• How does Canada’s approach to foreign relations differ from that of
the United States?
• What role did the ideal of democracy play in justifying the Iraq and
Afghanistan wars?

• What aspects of North American lifestyles have increased emissions of
greenhouse gases? What efforts have been made to control these emissions?

• To what extent is the allocation of U.S. foreign aid linked to U.S.
strategic military interests?

• How does urban sprawl influence the average North American’s
consumption of gasoline?

• How do Canada and the United States differ in their support for
government programs that help low-income people?

• How might the livable city movement and smart growth affect
greenhouse gas emissions? What are some responses to reducing
greenhouse gases that you would be willing to take part in yourself?

4. Urbanization: A dramatic change in the spatial patterns of cities and suburbs has profoundly affected life in this very urbanized
region. Since World War II, North America’s urban populations have
increased by about 150 percent, but the amount of land they occupy
has increased by almost 300 percent. This is primarily because of
suburbanization and urban sprawl, which are companion processes to
urbanization.

• What activities in North America are major contributors to water
pollution and water scarcity, and what are the resulting impacts for
simple water use and beyond?
• What effect do green revolution agriculture techniques have on
aquatic ecosystems?

2. Globalization and Development: Globalization has transformed

• What role has car ownership played in suburban growth?
• How does urban sprawl impact farmers?

economic development in North America, reorienting employment
toward knowledge-intensive jobs that require education and training. Most of the manufacturing jobs upon which the region’s middle
class was built have either been moved abroad to take advantage of
cheaper labor or have been replaced by technology. North America’s
demand for imported goods and its export of manufacturing jobs
helps make it a major engine of globalization.

• What is smart growth?

• How has globalization transformed the North American job market,
including in the steel industry?

• How do education and work opportunities for contemporary women
affect the North American population—and in what ways does this
affect you?

5. Population and Gender: Women’s participation in North
America’s economy is beginning to rival that of men, contributing to

© W. H. Freeman 2014. No more
unauthorized
than two centuries reproduction
of declining fertility rates as women delay

• How did fair trade principles lead to NAFTA goals, and what has
been the effect of NAFTA on manufacturing jobs and immigration in
North America?
• What are some exceptions to U.S. support of free trade principles?

3. Power and Politics: North America has relatively high levels
of political freedom, though in recent decades many of its residents
have become disillusioned with the political process for a variety of
reasons. While Canada plays a relatively modest political role abroad,
the United States has enormous influence on the global political
order, although its status as the world’s predominant “superpower” is
increasingly being challenged.

childbearing to pursue education and careers. Declining childbirth
rates play a major role in the aging of North American populations,
which may slow economic growth.

• What are factors that have created an aging North American
population, and how do those factors connect with immigration and
household types in Canada and the United States?
• What are three ways in which you personally are likely to be affected
by the aging of North America’s population?
• What is the connection between single-parent households and the
fact that 22 percent of U.S. children (14 percent of Canadian) live
in poverty?

CRITICAL THINKING QUESTIONS
1. Discuss the ways in which North American culture is adapted to
the high rate of spatial (geographic) mobility engaged in by Americans.

own experience and explain at least four ways in which this place is
now connected to the global economy or global political patterns.

2. North American family types are changing. Explain the general
patterns and discuss whether or not the nuclear family is or should be
the sought-after norm.

4. Some say that North Americans profit from having undocumented
workers produce goods and services. Explain why this may be the case
and discuss how the situation should be changed or left as is.

3. The influence of globalization is now felt in small, even isolated,
places in North America. Pick an example from the text or from your

5. How do you think life in North America would differ if the United
States was no longer the world’s “superpower”? How might U.S. attitudes

c02NorthAmerica.indd Page 107 16/07/14 8:35 AM user

/206/WHF00249/work/indd/ch02

Chapter Key Terms

107

toward the rest of the world be modified? Will these modifications will
be useful or destructive in the long run?

other food producers in poor countries say that this practice
hurts them?

6. When you compare the economies of the United States and
Canada and the ways they are related, what are the most important
factors to mention?

8. The United States and Canada have quite different approaches
in their treatment of citizens who experience difficulties in life.
Explain those different approaches and the apparent philosophies
behind them.

7. When U.S. farmers or producers get subsidies from the
federal government, what is intended? Why do farmers and

❯ THINKING GEOGRAPHICALLY
Now that you have read about North America, you should be able to
answer the following questions about the photos in this chapter. To
answer these questions online, go to Geography LaunchPad.

Vulnerability to Climate Change (page 65)
A Describe the coastal erosion illustrated by this photo.
B What elements of this community’s emergency response system
may be compromised by this flooding?

C

How might irrigation reduce vulnerability to climate change but
also result in more greenhouse gas emissions?

D

Why are stronger hurricanes more likely as the climate warms?

Human Impacts on the Biosphere (page 69)
A Why might it make economic and environmental sense to keep

C What features of the economy of the Pacific Northwest today
might surprise these men?
D How did the steel industry stimulate development in the
“economic core” of North America?
E
F

What is the evidence of economic diversification in this photo?
What were the causes of the Dust Bowl?

Power and Politics (page 84)
A What economic interests does the United States have in Europe?
B What strategic and economic interests make it unlikely that the
United States will withdraw completely from Afghanistan and Iraq in
the near future?

old-growth trees, such as the one shown here, standing?

D What has kept U.S. economic interests in Africa at a low level
relative to those in other regions?

E

E

What are some threats to the environment posed by the TransAlaska Pipeline?

F
G

What has kept U.S. economic interests in Haiti at a low level
relative to those in other countries?

Urbanization (page 92)

What kind of mining is mountaintop removal?
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A Is Vancouver’s growth
pattern typical for North America?

What clues are there that this water may be toxic?

Visual History of North America (page 72)
A How did food crops such as corn, beans, and squash influence the
development of settlements like Cahokia?

B
C
D

What factors reduce livability in New York?
What factors reduce livability in Las Vegas?
What factors reduce livability in Atlanta?

B

Why did the plantation system inhibit the establishment of roads,
communication networks, and small enterprises that could have
boosted other forms of economic activity in the Southern colonies?
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